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Sayings 

of the roreword 

Fathers 

It is at a turning point in history that this volume makes its 
appearance. All over the world, the oppressed in bondage so 
long are at last shattering their bonds. The armies of fascism 
are being defeated. Yet the war against their insidious ideas 
must continue if we are to banish evil and intolerance from 
the face of the earth. And in this war the reaffirmation of 
the ethical and moral Values of the Pirke Aboth can be a 
powerful weapon against the enemy. 

In the wisdom of these ethical sayings we can find an ex¬ 
cellent source for evolving the basic philosophy of a decent 
civilization. Couched in simple, stimulating phrases, many 
of the Hebrew teachings of the Pirke Aboth have long since 
become part of the structure of democratic society. Not only 
is it now fitting to emphasize the origin of these principles 
to the world at large, but Jews themselves, in relearning 
these tenets of their fathers, will be armed with the oldest 
and strongest ammunition. A sound code for personal be¬ 
haviour is a sure foundation for international understanding. 

The Sayings of the Fathers is a collection which forms a con¬ 
tinuous chain, for the Rabbis and scholars in each generation 
added their interpretations to those of their predecessors. It 
was faith in the spirit of these traditions that enabled Israel 
to survive. 

Jews in the English speaking world have, in the person of 
[ 5 ] the Very Reverend Dr. Joseph H. Hertz, a great Rabbi and 


a master of the succinct phrase. Those familiar with his 
earlier annotations to the Pentateuch will find the Chief 
Rabbi’s latest work in keeping with the lucid scholarship 
that has gained him deserved recognition. The new reader 
will discover an author of great literary skill, and a spiritual 
guide who successfully stimulates interest in the significant 
human message of Judaism. The teachings of Israel deserve 
a wide distribution, and by elucidating this fine collection in 
English, the Chief Rabbi is reaching the largest community 
of Jews. 

The author has graciously donated his royalties to the 
American Chapter, Religious Emergency Council of the 
Chief Rabbi of Great Britain, to be utilized by the Council 
in England to continue its religious ministrations to refu¬ 
gees, evacuees and Allied fighting men. 

Moses Schonfeld 

Honorary Secretary, American Chapter, 
Religious Emergency Council oj the Chief 
Rabbi of the British Empire . 
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Introduction 


“Sayings of the Fathers” is the most widely known of all the 
sixty-three tractates of the Mishna. It is unique in character. 
The Mishna is a code of laws governing Jewish life: its sub¬ 
ject matter is, therefore, predominantly legal. But this trac¬ 
tate is almost entirely concerned with moral conduct. It con¬ 
sists, for the greater part, of the favourite maxims—being the 
epitome of their wisdom and experience—of some sixty 
Rabhis, extending over a period of nearly five hundred 
years, from 300 B.c.E. to 200 of the common era. It also 
contains anonymous sayings, and touches upon various his¬ 
torical and folk-lore themes. 

A both is the name by which the tractate was originally 
designated. It means “Fathers” i.e. the spiritual patriarchs 
who preserved and developed the Torah as the living tradi¬ 
tion of Israel’s Faith. In its opening'portion, Aboth gives a 
“chain” of these teachers and a notable saying of each one. 
Sayings of the Fathers is an appropriate English title, as the 
work preserves and transmits these winged words of wisdom 
and piety. It is preferable to the current name, “Ethics of the 
Fathers” seeing that Aboth is not a systematic ethical trea¬ 
tise. The wisdom of the sages in every people finds its way 
to the masses, by means only of the proverb, saying, or par¬ 
able. So was it also in Israel. These moral and religious apho¬ 
risms came also to be known as Mishnath Chassidim . “The 
[7] Mishna of the Pious” i.e. a Course of Instruction in Toly 


Living. The famous teacher Raba (died 352 C.E. ) declared, 

“Whoever would become pious must fulfil the words of 
Aboth mam A great non-Jewish scholar and theo¬ 

logian endorses that judgment. “The level of these sayings 
is very high, and for a knowledge of the ideals of rabbinical Sayings 
ethics and piety, no other easily accessible source is equal to 0 f the 
Aboth’ 5 (Moore). Fathers 

The appeal of Aboth is widely human and fundamentally 
Biblical. The Gaon of Wilna and others have shown that 
every one of the sayings has its roots, or parallel, in Scrip¬ 
ture. Aboth is not, however, merely an echo of the gnomic 
wisdom of the Bible. If, for example, we compare Proverbs 
22. 1 (“A good name is rather to be chosen than great 
riches”) with Aboth IV, 17 (“There are three crowns: the 
crown of learning, the crown of priesthood, and the crown 
of royalty; but the crown of a good name excels them all”), 
we find that the latter has a distinct beauty of its own. In the 
same way, many of the ethical teachings of Scripture are 
given in Aboth a new and ever memorable setting; e.g. “In a 
place where there are no men, strive thou to be a man!’ In 
brief, Aboth is no unworthy continuation of Scripture. 

By a sure religious instinct the entire tractate has been 
early embodied in the Prayer Book. No other complete work 
of any kind—not even the Book of Psalms—has that distinc¬ 
tion. The Gaon RabAmram, in the eighth century, mentions 
that it was customary in the Babylonian Academies to read 
one of the chapters of Aboth on Sabbath afternoons. In con¬ 
sequence, the people came to speak of the book as Pirke 
Abotli , “the Chapters of the Fathers”; or, in conversation 
simply as Perch , “the Chapter.” Ashkenazi communities to¬ 
day read a chapter, occasionally two, from the Sabbath after { 8 1 


Passover to the Sabbath before the New Year. 

“By this excellent practice, a whole body of moral dicta— 
each one summing up with remarkable conciseness a life’s 
experience and philosophy, each one breathing the spirit of 
Sayings piety, saintliness, justice, and love for humanity—has sunk 
of the deeply into the innermost heart and consciousness of the 
Fathers Jewish people” (Gorfinkle). “Aboth takes rank as a classic 
in Jewish literature; yet it has never been regarded by Jew9 
as mere literature, as if they had no personal concern with 
what it said, and were only pleased with the manner of say¬ 
ing it. Aboth speaks to the heart of the Jew in a way and to 
an extent seldom realized by any non-Jewish reader” (Her- 
ford). Sabbath by Sabbath parents studied these wise and 
edifying maxims with their children, and stressed their 
moral application; wdth the result, that the words became 
part of both Jewish speech and life. The humblest Jewish 
workman, who had no opportunity for deep Talmudic study, 
has his Siddur, and was usually well versed in the contents 
of Aboth reprinted therein. Its influence in moulding the 
character of the Jew has consequently been as great as it has 
been beneficent. 

Aboth has been made the subject of popular and of philo¬ 
sophical commentaries more often than any other of the 
Rabbinical Writings. Full use has been made of that litera¬ 
ture in this latest exposition of wonderful sayings that are 
universal in application, and have not lost their power with 
the passing of time. They give guidance in human duty; 
and the reader of today will find in them light upon many 
problems of life and conduct. The Author 
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A NOTE TO THE AMERICAN READER: 


We are honored to bring to the American reader this incomparable 
commentary on the Pirke A both by the Very Reverend Dr. Joseph 
H. Hertz , Chief Rabbi of the British Empire. 

Dr. Hertz needs no introduction to an American audience for 
although he presides over the religious destiny of the United He¬ 
brew Congregation of the British Empire , he is a product of an 
American Seminary. His commentary on the Pentateuch has 
achieved the enviable status of a classic in its own day. This com¬ 
mentary on the Pirke Aboth comes from the second volume of his 
Prayer Book , a mo?iume?ital work that will take its place along¬ 
side the Pentateuch. 

The Publishers. 


The text appearing here was reprmted from the Chief RabbPs 
edition of the Authorized Daily Prayer Book. Pages referred to 
but not included in this book will be found in the complete Prayer 
Book. 
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Sayings of the Fathers 

One of the following chapters is read on each Sabbath from the Sabbath 
after Passover until the Sabbath before the New Year. 

All Israel have a portion in the world to come; as it is 
said, And thy people shall be all righteous ; they shall 
inherit the land for ever, the branch of my planting, the 
work of my hands, that I may be glorified. 

Chapter I 

i. Moses received the Torah on Sinai, and handed it 
down to Joshua ; Joshua to the elders ; the elders to the 


that I may be glorified. The good life is a hallowing of God, and 
our acknowledgment of His sovereignty of the universe. 

Chapter I 

1-15. A CHRONOLOGICAL RECORD OF THE ORIGIN AND TRANSMISSION 

of the Oral Tradition in Judaism, from the oldest Rabbinic 

AUTHORITIES DOWN TO HlLLEL AND SHAMMAI. 

1 . Moses. Israel’s career as a spiritual force in history begins with 
the Father of the Prophets, Mosheh Rabbenu , “Moses our Teacher”, 
as his People affectionately names him. 

Torah. The word “ Torah ” is variously used for the Pentateuch, 
the entire Scriptures, the Oral Tradition, as well as for the whole body 
of religious truth, study and practice. Often the word “ Torah ” is 
equivalent to the word “ Religion In this mishna, the reference is to 
the Oral Tradition. To the Rabbis, the real Torah was not merely the 
Written Text of the Five Books of Moses (zrontr min) ; it also included 
the meaning enshrined in that Text, as expounded and unfolded 
by the interpretation of successive generations of Sages who made 
its implicit Divine teachings explicit. This Oral Teaching was handed 
down from the earliest days by word of mouth (ns tynty min), until it 
was codified in the Mishna (ca. 200 a.c.e.). 
on Sinai, i.e. from God on Sinai. 

handed it down. Tradition is a key-word in the Jewish religious 
system. The Judaism of to-day is in the direct line of descent from the 
Revelation on Sinai, the intervening generations of teachers forming 
links in an unbroken chain of Tradition (A. Cohen). 

elders. Men of knowledge and experience who, after the death of 
Joshua, continued to administer Israel and act as its religious guides ; 
Joshua, 21. 31. The term here includes the Judges'till Samuel. 
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prophets . The unique band of interpreters of the Divine will, whose 
writings are an enduring inspiration to the human race. 

Great Assembly. Or, “ Great Synagogue The Prophets, Scribes, 
Sages and Teachers who continued the spiritual regeneration of Israel 
that was begun by Ezra. Tradition states that they laid the foundations 
of the Liturgy, edited several of the books of Scripture, and all but 
fixed the Biblical canon. Later generations summed up their religious 
activity in the words : “ They restored the crown of the Torah to its 
pristine splendour ”. The main facts concerning the Great Assembly 
are unassailable by sober historical criticism. 

used to say. Were in the habit of saying : these words were their 
motto. 

be deliberate in judgment. Originally an admonition to judges, 
warning them against hasty decisions. I 11 what is probably a contem¬ 
porary exposition of Aboth, this maxim was given a wider application : 
every man is to be moderate in judgment; i.e. refrain from haste, 
anger, impatience and stubbornness in his dealings with his fellow-men 
(Aboth di Rabbi Nathan). 

raise up many disciples. Judaism is a religious democracy ; and the 
Torah is the heritage of the congregation of Israel; see p. 13. 

a fence round the Torah. Surround it with cautionary rules that 
shall, like a danger signal, halt a man before he gets within breaking 
distance of the Divine statute itself. On the Sabbath, for example, even 
the handling of work-tools is forbidden, 

2 . Simon the-Just. Either Simon ben Onias 1 (High Priest from 
310 to 201 b.c.e.) ; or, more probably, his grandson (High Priest from 
219 to 199). Joshua ben Sira, the contemporary of the latter Simon, 
speaks of him as, “Great among his brethren and the glory of his people. 
How glorious was he when he came out of the Sanctuary ! Like the 
full moon on the feast days, and like the rainbow becoming visible in 
the cloud ” (Ecclesiasticus 50). 
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I prophets ; and the prophets handed it down to the Men of 
the Great Assembly. They said three things : Be de¬ 
liberate in judgment ; raise up many disciples; and make 
23 a fence round the Torah. 

2 . Simon the Just was one of the last survivors of the 
Sayings Q rea t Assembly. He used to say, Upon three things the 
of the world is based : upon the Torah, upon Divine service, 
Fathers and upon the practice of charity. 

3 . Antigonos of Socho received the tradition from Simon 
the Just. He used to say, Be not like servants who minister 
to their master upon the condition of receiving a reward ; 
but be like servants who minister to their master without 


upon three things, i.e. the neglect of these three things would entail 
the downfall of all Jewish life. They are Religion, Worship and 
Humanity. 

the Torah. God’s Word to Man. It is Israel’s “tree of life ”. Saadya 
Gaon, in the tenth century, declared : “ Our nation is a nation only 
by reason of its Torah ”. 

Divine Service. Originally this meant the sacrificial cult of the 
Temple, including the prayers by which it was accompanied. But 
the term soon came to mean “ service of God in the heart ”, Worship. 
For the fundamental importance of Prayer—Man’s response to God—in 
Israel, see the Introduction to this Prayer Book. 

the practice of charity. Man’s recognition of the duties of brotherhood 
to his fellow-man. The Prophet Micah (6. 8) declared the love of 
mercy to be one-third of Religion; and the Rabbis held readiness to 
be helpful to those needing help to be the sign of the Israelite. It is 
likewise the sign of humanity. “ The pitiless man is like the cattle of 
the field which are indifferent to the sufferings of their kind ” (Sefer 
Chassidim). See p. 16 and 17. 

3 . Antigonos. The first noted Jew with a Greek name. He lived 
in the first half of the third pre-Christian century. 

Socho. Mentioned in Joshua 15. 35. 

received. The Hebrew term bap indicates direct transmission of 
the Traditional Learning (nbap). 

he not like servants. Serve God from pure motives. 

a reward. According to Jewish teaching it is not wrong to hope for 
God’s reward of righteous livingsee p. 121-123. Even a detractor 
of Judaism admits that “ Piety is not content to stretch out its hands 
to the empty air—it must meet an Arm descending from heaven. It 
needs a reward ; not. for the reward’s sake, but in order to be sure of its 
C15} own reality; in order to know that there is a communion of God with 
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the condition of receiving a reward ; and let the fear of 
Heaven be upon you. 

4 . Jose, the son of Yoezer, of Zeredah, and Jose, the son 
of Yochanan, of Jerusalem, received the tradition from the 
preceding. Jose, the son of Yoezer, of Zeredah, said, Let 
thy house be a meeting house for the wise ; sit amidst th*e 
dust of their feet; and drink in their words with thirst. 

5 . Jose, the son of Yochanan, of Jerusalem, said, Let tjhy 
house be open wide ; let the poor be members of t hy 
household; and engage not in much gossip with women. 
This applies even to one’s own wife ; how much mare 
then to the wife of one’s neighbour. Hence the sages say, 
Whoso engages in much gossip with women brings evil upon 
himself, neglects the study of the Torah, and will in the 
end inherit Gehinnom. 


virtues of the Jewish life (Genesis 18). “ In the Middle Ages the treat¬ 
ment of poor Jewish travellers was considerate beyond description. 
Nothing might be done to put the poor guest to shame ” (Abrahams). 

members of thy household. The poor are to be treated as if they 
were part of the family. 

much gossip with women. Nothing derogatory to woman is implied 
here. The words “ gossip,” and especially “ much,” should be noted. 
Some maintain that this maxim belongs to an ethic which modern 
thought has outgrown ; however, its admonition to avoid not only the 
occasion to sin, but everything that might lead to it, will ever retain its 
moral value. 

this applies. A later marginal note, added by some one who thought 
that the maxim needed elucidation. 

one's own wife. The reference is here to excessive talk on trivial 
matters; for the Rabbis urge a man to discuss his serious concerns with 
his wife and profit by her counsel. For the position of woman in 
Judaism, see introductory note to the Marriage Service. 

how much more. This form of argument is known as kol v'chomer , 
“ from minor to major ”; see p. 43. 

evil. The danger of immoral conduct. This marginal note finds its 
parallel in Ecclesiasticus 9. 9. 

Gehinnom. lit. “ the valley of Hinnom,” situated S.W. of Jerusalem. 
In t he days of old, it had been the scene of the savage rites connected 
with the Canaanite worship of Moloch, to whom children were sacrificed. 
The name became a term for what is loathsome and horrifying ; and 
popular belief in later times identified the locality with the place where 
the dead expiate their sins. The name is the opposite of Gan Eden, 
£17) “Paradise.” 


t8I) 


sew 

suck 

X 


'9UI09 piAY SlllUO}p9J JO Xx?p 91{X 'AjIUnUIUIl 
OUIBS 91{J JO 9CIoi{ 9qj UI UI9qj UloC OJ p9jclui9j rtOqj JOU 9q ‘jU9UIl[SIUnd 
9dB9S9 pUB sABAY JIA9 Jpqj UIOJj jqojd p9>piAY 9qj JS99S noqj UOlfAY 

: SMopoj jBqj 9srvep oqj qjiAY pgjoguuoo 9 q Abui Suiujbav s £ ibjji^ *([ -gj 
snoijsBisopog) ££ po|y9p 9q pBqs ipjid qjgqonoj jBqj gj-j„ ‘jqSriBj 
-bjt§ U9p[ ‘rejjTj^j 9Joj9q SJB9A pgjpunq y -sqjgAOjd DiuiqqB^j oayj 9 jb 
\ t U99JS 9qj oj 9jq sps pooAY Ajp gqj „ puB l ££ jnoqqSpu siq oj 9 oaa 
‘ pgqoiAY 9qj oj 9o^\ ,, ‘fz -d ££ ‘uoiuBduioo pBq b puB ubui pBq b uiojj sn 
d 99 \j „ : jgABjd Suiujoui gqj 33 'p9yoiai * • • wf 99yj d99y 

'Z ’d 99S f ££ JU990UUI 91{J *j99dsns OJ SJ9l{JO S9SUB9 JO 
‘spgdsns oqAv 9110 ‘ULm. cc^Ua b jo jugiuqsiund gqj 9q pBqs jb9jq ,, puB 
f siqqBjj gqj Abs— ££ poQ Aq pgSpnf Aprepuns jpsuiiq 9q piAY ‘jijgui 
jo opos 9qj ui AYopgj siq sgSpnf j9A9oq^ ,, muoabj siq ui 99UB|Bq gqj 
ouqoui ‘uiiq jsuibSb puB joj sqBods jBqAY SuiqSpAY U9q^ *jqnop gqj jo 
jijouoq oqj uiiq 9 aiS jnq ‘s99UBjB9ddB Aq uBtu-AYopgj pgpgdsns jnoA 
9§pnf jou oq -(cj *61 snoijiA9'i) puBuiuioa 9 uiatq 9qj si ‘ ££ jrtoqqSpu 
Aqj 9SpnC noqj jfBqs ss9usno9jq§ij iij ,, -pnpupg jBOiqp jo suiixbui 
jbojS 9qj JO 9uo SI siqx ££ *jiJ9tu jo 9p9S 9qj III „ -jq -fijqviuvyo 

•lUIOB^J pUB qjnjj ‘UBqjBUOf pUB piABQ 
—JI JO s 9 jduiBX 9 Sunpnoj. gqj puB diqspugijj no sSuiAbs punojoad sji ui 
qjoq ‘diqspu 9 iJ t ij jo qoo^j 9 qj si 9 [qig[ 9 qx ‘ppoAV oSubjjs b ui ubiu 
SS 9 JPU 9 IJJ B jpsuiiq puaoj puB ‘SJB 9 X XJU 9 A 9 S JO d 09 p Siq IUOJJ 9 qOAVB 9 q 
U 9 q,w ‘ 3 iqui^\ UB^ diy; qsiAV 9 f 9 qj f iuoq 3 jo joAbjcI 9 qj sbav ££ ‘qjB 9 p 
jo diqsuoiuBdiuoo J 9 qjig;,, ‘qSnou 9 pjBq S 9 ijj 9 q ji ‘spuoijj 9yviu ubo 
9 UOA"j 9 A 9 puB UBIU III JS 9 q SI JBqAV sdopA 9 p diqspUOIJ^ ‘(lIBqjBj^ iqqB^J 
ip qjoqy) ££ spj 99 s jnoA pB ^boaoj ubo noA uioqAv oj 9 uo ,, ‘puoijj b uiav 
‘A puiBu f Suiub 9 ui j 9 Sjb{ U 9 A 9 ub SBq Suiabs 9 qj jng - 9 Sp 9 |AVOUq 
snoiSipj jo uoijisinboB 9 qj joj 9 jqBn|BAUi puB ‘suoiuBduioo jo js 9 q oqj— 
££ sqooq 9 JinbDB ,, ‘ub 9 ui oj siqj suiBjdx 9 ‘iqsB-p[ oj pojnqujjB qjoqy uo 
AJBJU 91 UUI 09 9 l[X *ApnjS SUOlSp 9 J JUtoC JOJ p 9 pU 9 UIUI 099 J si diqSUOIUBd 
-UI 09 9 J 9 J-I * ££ UOIUBduiOD B 9 Jlub 0 B „ *jq * UOXUVduiOO ^9911119% 
•puuu JO UOISUJUOO puB JOJJ 9 IUOJJ p 9 ABS 9 q puB ‘ 99 UBpmS JU 9 J 9 duiOO 
jopun uoiSipu jo sqjnjj oqj ujb 9 j oj sb og \mpv9; v fpsPiy; gpiao.id 
•SBijgqix jo qj.iou ‘pqay jo 9 AIJBU y -9iipq.iy *g 

/ 

.... ... I 

eaWc*. e&c|s ut J 

eLotqu cJi^b Qua. iuuLu nlQu . 

iNij-uCftM^a aUuaLcctu: (u) lubLu el Qtk CAditU 

(0 cut. unle4 ni,Qu uuud a&ci La L^.uOutu qLauz 

4li i-c bi!cu 4^ utu tutu Ll isu-e^-unIq <4cU iebu: 

Uu^ unue^s Qua. lukaia al-duiliW ni.qi_ . is<fiu 

Qktu uWu laifii. aua t\uc ; a: (0 lucpfi H.d'uliW 



I 

6-8 

Sayings 
of the 
Fathers 


£193 


6 . Joshua, the son of Perachyah, and Nittai, the' 
Arbelite, received the tradition from the preceding. Joshua, 
the son of Perachyah, said, Provide thyself a teacher ; 
get thee a companion; and judge all men charitably. 

7 . Nittai, the Arbelite, said, Keep thee far from a bad 
neighbour; associate not with the wicked; and abandon 
not the belief in retribution. 

8 . Judah, the son of Tabbai, and Simeon, the son of 
Shatach, received the tradition from the preceding. Judah, 
the son of Tabbai, said, (In the judge’s office) act not 
the counsel’s part ; when the parties to a suit are standing 


abandon not the belief in retribution. The doctrine of retribution 
(see p. 121) follows inevitably from the attribute of Divine justice. 
The conclusion of a modern historian is noteworthy : “ One lesson, 
and only one, history may be said to repeat with distinctness : that 
the world is built somehow on moral foundations : that in the long run 
it is well with the good ; in the long run it is ill with the wicked ” 
(Froude). 

8. Judah, the son of Tabbai, was among the teachers who lied to 
Alexandria, because of the persecution of the Pharisees by king Alex 
ander Jannai (103-7(5 b.c.e.), a partisan of the Sadducees. 

The Sadducees were the ruling priestly and aristocratic element 
during the two centuries preceding the Destruction of Jerusalem in 
the year 70. They had come under foreign influences, were estranged 
from the older Jewish life, and chafed under the regulations of the Tra¬ 
ditional Law. They denied its authority, as they did the resurrection 
of the dead, and the continued existence of the soul after death. They 
were opposed by the Pharisees —the Scribes and Sages who con¬ 
tinued the work of the Men of the Great Assembly. The overwhelming 
majority of the nation was with the Pharisaic teachers. It is they 
who built up a purely spiritual worship ; deepened the belief in the 
immortality of the soul; and made the Sacred Scriptures the possession 
of the people. Through their “ fences ” for the safeguarding of the 
religious life, they rescued pure monotheism and real morality in their 
time and for all time. It is unfortunate that these Jewish Puritans have 
been for 1800 years so maligned by sectarian hatred, that the very name 
“ Pharisee ” is often used as a synonjun for 44 hypocrite.” Yet they 
were among the noblest men that ever lived. 

act not the counsel's part. Do not suggest to either litigant arguments 
which he could plead in his behalf: the judge must be impartial. Ihe 
words may also mean, 44 Make not thyself like the preparers of the 
judges ” ; i.e. men who try to influence the judge before the case is 
heard, so as to dispose his mind favourably to one party. 

are standing before thee. At the hearing of the evidence, the judge 
must observe equal strictness towards accusers and accused. 
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before thee, let them both be regarded by thee as wicked; 
but when they are departed from thy presence, regard 
them both as innocent, the verdict having been acquiesced 
in by them. 

9 . Simeon, the son of Shatach, said, Be very searching 
in the examination of witnesses, and be heedful of thy words, 
lest through them they learn to falsify. 

10 . Shemayah and Avtalyon received the tradition from 
the preceding. Shemayah said, Love work; hate lordship; 
and seek no intimacy with the ruling power. 

11 . Avtalyon said, Ye sages, be heedful of your words, 
lest ye incur the penalty of exile and be exiled to a place 


Shatach ! Blessed be the God of Israel That exclamation of the 
heathen, we are told, was dearer to him than all the riches of the world. 
It was a Kiddush Hashem — a Sanctification of the Divine Name. 

be very searching. This maxim was probably the fruit of a tragic 
experience. His son was executed upon a charge which, when too late, 
was proved to have been groundless ; and closer examination of the 
witnesses would have revealed the falsity of their evidence. 

be heedful of thy words. An injudicious word can suggest to the 
witness a way of distorting his testimony. 

10 . Shemayah and Avtalyon. According to Tradition they were 
descendants of proselytes. 

love work. Far from looking upon manual labour as a curse, 
the Rabbis extolled it as an important factor in man’s moral educa¬ 
tion ; and many of the most eminent scholars were manual labourers ; 
see p. 630. The slowness among Western nations to recognize the 
dignity of labour is no doubt due to the fact that, till quite recent 
times, classical literature monopolized the education of the governing 
classes among European peoples. As with the Greeks and Romans, 
idleness was for ages the mark of nobility. 

hate lordship. Shun office. Hate domineering, playing the superior 
over your fellows. It hardens the heart, and destroys the finer 
feelings in him who lords it over others. 

the ruling power. He had in mind the local Roman rulers in the 
days of the later Hasmoneans and of Herod ; but it is never prudent 
to come under the notice of a despotic government; see 11 , 3. 

11 . be heedful of your words. “ If sages are to be heedful of their 
words, how much the more should those who are not sages ” (Talmud). 

This saying, like the one immediately preceding, is based on the 
political conditions of Roman Palestine. Avtalyon had witnessed the 
persecution of the religious teachers under King Alexander Jannai 
and during the fratricidal conflict of his successors. Many of the teachers 
had suffered death, others had to flee for their lives into distant lands. 
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of evil waters, and the disciples who come after you drink 
thereof and die, and the Heavenly Name be profaned. 

12. Hillel and Shammai received the tradition from the 
preceding. Hillel said, Be of the disciples of Aaron, loving 
peace and pursuing peace, loving thy fellow-creatures, and 
drawing them near to the Torah. 

13. He used to say*, A name made great is a name 
destroyed; he who does not increase his knowledge, 
decreases it ; and he who does not study, deserves to die ; 
and he who makes a worldly use of the crown (of the Torah), 
shall pass away. 


thy fellow-creatures. The word beriyyoth connotes the whole human 
family: there is one humanity on earth, even as there is but One God 
in heaven. The term beriyyoth often includes even the brute creation; 
and to spare animals unnecessary pain is deemed a duty of primary 
importance tuvmnB D^n 'tya 

drawing them near to the Torah. Hillel did not advocate love ot 
fellow-Jews onlv, or only of the righteous. He demanded love for all, Jew 
and non-Jew, those under the Torah and those far from the Torah. 
Those far from Religion, whether they are within or outside the 
House of Israel, are to be drawn to it by ways of love and peace. And of 
such nature was the intensive Jewish propaganda throughout the Roman 
Empire during the century preceding the fall of Jerusalem. It was 
primarily the proclamation of the One God, of His Moral Law, and of 
the Day of Judgment; see p. 144. . . 

13 .he used to say. This maxim, like the one in 11 , 7, is m Aramaic, 
the language of Babylon, where Hillel was born. 

a name made great. Fame is usually short-lived, and in his ambition 
to attain great fame, a man often loses his good name. “ Vaulting 
ambition which o’erleaps itself ” (Shakespeare). 

increase his knowledge. Study of Torah must be continuous, othei- 
wise what has been learnt will be forgotten. 

he who does not study. If a man deliberately refuses to learn aught 
of Religion, he commits spiritual suicide, and he cannot be regarded as 
a living member of the House of Israel. Another reading is, he who 
does not teach ” ; i.e. he fails to impart the religious knowledge he has. 
This was deemed an unpardonable sin. 

a worldly use of the crown. Of Learning; see iv, 7. A warning 
against using for worldly advantage any noble gift one possesses. The 
original word for “ crown ” is san ; and various explanations have 
been given of its exact meaning. Some believe it to be the Latin 
word toga. Hillel’s saying would then be, “ Anyone who takes to the 
toga {i.e. adopts the Roman manner of living, as many of the upper 
£ 23 } classes did in his day) passes away ” from his laith and People. 
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14 . He used to say, If I am not for myself, who will be 
for me ? And if I am only for myself, what am I ? And 
if not now, when ? 

15. Shammai said, Fix a period for thy study of the 
Torah ; say little and do much ; and receive all men with 
a cheerful countenance. 

16 . Rabban Gamaliel said, Provide thyself a teacher ; 
be quit of doubt; and accustom not thyself to give tithes 
by a conjectural estimate. 

17 . Simeon, his son, said, All my days I have grown up 
among the wise, and I have found nought of better service 
than silence ; not learning but doing is the chief thing ; 
and whoso is profuse of words causes sin. 


beneficent regulations are ascribed to him. Among them, the regulation 
to visit and heal the heathen sick, to bury the friendless dead of heathens, 
and support their indigent poor in the same way as was done in regard 
to the Jewish poor, sick and dead. He also iaid down the principle, 
“ One must not impose on the public a restriction which the majority 
cannot endure ”. In the Christian Writings, Paid claims to have sat at 
Gamaliel’s feet; and, in consequence, the latter figures in many Church 
legends. 

provide thyself a teacher. The same phrase as in mishna 6, but here 
the advice is addressed to one who is himself a teacher or judge. When 
formulating decisions on questions of law, he should not rely merely 
upon his own knowledge and judgment, but have another authority 
whom to consult. 

to give tithes by a conjectural estimate. In apportioning the tithe of 
the produce to be devoted to priests, levites and the poor, the allocation 
was to be made by exact measure, not by guesswork. “ Leave as little 
scope as possible for personal bias and the temptations of self-interest ” 
(Taylor). 

17. Simeon , his son. The son of Rabban Gamaliel I. He belonged 
to the Peace party in the closing years of the Jewish State. 

silence. Warnings against loquacity abound in Rabbinic literature. 
One aphorism reads : “‘Silence is good for the wise ; how much more so 
for the foolish ” ; cf. “ Even a fool, when he holdeth his peace, is 
counted wise ” (Proverbs 17 . 28 ). 

not learning but doing. This saying gives expression to a main 
characteristic of Judaism; see in, 12, 19 and 22. It does not dispute 
the high place assigned to learning the Torah : right doing depends 
on knowing what to do and how to do it. “ Study is most im¬ 
portant, because it leads to deed ”, was the decision of the historic 
Synod at Lydda, in 133 a.c.e. The aim of the Torah is practical, 
not theoretical; above all else its purpose is to regulate conduct. Not 
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18. Rabban Simeon, the son of Gamaliel, said, By three 
things is the world preserved : by truth, by judgment, and 
by peace ; as it is said, Judge ye the truth and the judgment 
of peace in your gates. 

Rabbi Chananya, the son of Akashya, said, The Holy 
One, blessed be he, was pleased to make Israel worthy ; 
wherefore he gave them a copious Torah and many 
commandments; as it is said, It pleased the Lord, for his 
righteousness’ sake, to magnify the Torah and make 
it honourable. 


judgment. For the place of Justice in human life, see Deuteronomy , 
212-215 (Soncino, 820-822). 

Justice is truth in action, in contrast to lawless might. The tragedy 
of the Jew throughout history is that he has so often been denied 
justice. Let no Jew, therefore, deny justice to anyone; and never 
deprive anyone of life or health, honour or happiness. 

peace. For the meaning of this term, see the Priestly Blessing. The 
| symbol of peace is not the cemetery, but the steamship—the harmonizing 
of conflicting forces towards one goal. A Talmudieal comment points 
out the sequence of ideas : “ The three are really one : if judgment is 
executed, truth is vindicated, and peace results ”. 


As the reading of each chapter of Aboth is prefaced by the quotation 
“All Israel ” etc., there is also an epilogue to the reading. It is taken 
from the end of the Mishna tractate Makkoth. 

Rabbi Chananya. He flourished in the middle of the second century 
of the Christian Era. 

to make Israel worthy, lit. “ to make Israel acquire merit ”, by giving 
them opportunity of abundant service and perfect obedience. 

copious Torah and many commandments. “ These words may be a 
polemic against the. subversive doctrine of Paul concerning the Torah. 
Here it is asserted that there is no greater proof of God’s love to Israel 
than the multitude of commandments He has given Israel. They were 
a gracious gift of God, designed to train Israel in moral holiness, and 
make them all the more worthy in the eyes of the Holy One, blessed be 
He ” (I. Epstein). 

his righteousness ’ sake. Interpreted as “ for the sake of Israel’s 
merit.” 
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Chapter II 

“All Israel,” etc., p. 1 3 

1. Rabbi said, Which is the right course that a man 
j 2 should choose for himself ? That which is an honour to 
# him who does it, and which also brings him honour from 

Sayings mankind. Be heedful of a light precept as of a grave one. 
of the for thou knowest not the grant of reward for each precept. 

Fathers Reckon the loss incurred by the fulfilment of a precept 
against the reward secured by its observance, and the gain 
gotten by a transgression against the loss it involves. 
Reflect upon three things, and thou wilt not come within 
the power of sin: Know what is above thee — a seeing Eye, 
and a hearing Ear, and all thy deeds written in a Book. 

2. Rabban Gamaliel, the son of Rabbi Judah the Prince, 
said, An excellent thing is the study of the Torah combined 



So great was the esteem that his uncommon ability, wide culture 
and lofty character secured for Rabbi Judah the Prince, that he was 
known simply as “ Rabbi ”, or “ our holy Master ”. The first four 
paragraphs of this second chapter of Aboth were included in the Code 
of the Mishna by a later editor. 

choose. The conviction that man possesses the power of free-will 
is basic in Judaism ; cf. in, 19. 

that which is an honour to him who does it. That which honours the 
person who follows it, and wins the approval of his fellow-men. Some 
Texts read “ to his Maker ”, instead of “ to him who does it ”— that 
which has the approval of God. 

honour from mankind. The Rabbis stress the importance of a good 
reputation ; see in, 13 ; iv, 17. 

light precept. A command which does not involve much effort and 
sacrifice ; or, one for which the penalty of infraction can only be 
slight. Rabbi is here quoting Ben Azzai; see iv, 2. 

the loss. Through seif-denial, or monetary sacrifice. Disregard the 
cost involved in fulfilling a command, and deem any gain accruing 
from a transgression as a loss. 

a seeing Eye . . . Ear. The safeguard against falling into sin is the 
thought of God, Who seeth all things, heareth all tilings, and judgeth 
the children of men according to their doings. 

in a Book. The idea of a Heavenly Book of Records is founded on 
Exodus 32. 32, Malachi 3. 16, and Daniel 7. 10. For the belief that 
man himself enters his misdeeds in that Book, see on in, 20 

2. Rabban Gamaliel. The third who bore that name. 
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n with some worldly occupation, for the labour demanded 
by them both makes sin to be forgotten. All study of the 
Torah without work, must in the end be futile and become 
^ 4 the cause of sin. Let all who are employed with the con- 
# gregation act with them for Heaven's sake, for then the 
*3 dyings mer jt of their fathers sustains them, and their righteousness 
of the endures for ever. And as for you, (God will then say,) I 
Fathers account you worthy of great reward, as if you had wrought 
it all yourselves. 

3. Be ye guarded in your relations with the ruling 
power; for they who exercise it draw no man near to them 
except for their own interests ; appearing as friends when 
it is to their own advantage, they stand not by a man in 
the hour of his need. 

4. He used to say, Do His will as if it were thy will, 
that He may do thy will as if it were His will. Nullify 
thy will before His will, that He may nullify the will of 
others before thy will. 


merit of their fathers . Zechuth Ovoth , see p. 132. The inspiration 
drawn from the past is an incentive to right action, and increases the 
zeal, and the achievement, of those engaged upon good work. 

their righteousness. When such are the motives behind their efforts, 
these efforts will lead to enduring results. 

as if you had wrought it all yourselves. The faithful workers will 
not only receive reward for their own labours, but also for the extra good 
resulting through the influence of ancestral merit. 

3. be ye guarded. A warning to the communal workers addressed 
in the preceding mishna, but applicable to all. The character of the 
Roman officials who administered the Holy Land at that period was 
such as fully to warrant this bitter comment. However, it is largely 
true of every “ ruling power ” ; see on 1 , 10. 

4. as if it were thy will. Obey God readily and joyfully, as if you 
were carrying out your own desires. “ Strive to do the will of God, 
with a perfect heart and a willing soul; and efface thy will, even if 
obeying the will of God entail suffering unto thee ” (Machzor Vitry). 

that He may do thy will. When there is harmony in the relationship 
between the soul of man and God, man’s desires will be worthy of fulfil¬ 
ment on the part of God. 

nullify thy will. Should its promptings run counter to His laws and 
commandments. 

t 31 } the will of others. Who seek to do thee harm. 
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5. Hiilel said, Separate not thyself from the congre¬ 
gation ; trust not in thyself until the day of thy death ; 
judge not thy fellow-man until thou art come into his place; 
and say not anything which cannot be understood at once, 
in the hope that it will be understood in the end ; neither 
say, When I have leisure I will study ; perchance thou 
wilt have no leisure. 

6. He used to say, An empty-headed man cannot be a 
sin-fearing man, nor can an ignorant person be truly pious, 
nor can the diffident learn, nor the passionate teach, nor 
is everyone who excels in business wise. In a place where 
there are no men, strive to be a man. 


6. empty-headed man. lit. “ a boorish person ”—uncultivated and 
unmannered. 

sin-fearing man. 44 Fear of sin ” is the technical term for “ the 
deliberate avoidance of an action that constituted an offence only for 
the sensitive, but was for the average Jew not deemed a sin ” 
(Biichler); see comment on pious. 

ignorant person . Heb. am ha-aretz. The usual expression for a vulgar 
person, or for one unlearned in Torah. 

pious. Heb. Ton. Of saintly character ; one who does more than 
the strict letter of the law requires. Without the beneficent influence of 
religious knowledge, the ignorant person remains colour-blind to the 
finer implications of the spiritual life. In Judaism, ignorance is not 
the mother of devotion : only too often is it the mother of desertion. 

nor can the diffident. Because he is afraid to ask questions in regard 
to what is unintelligible to him. 

passionate. If the teacher is quick-tempered, he is lacking in 
patience when interrupted by his pupil’s questions. Under such a teacher, 
obscure points will pass without sufficient explanation. 

excels in business. Or, “engrossed in business”. Combine a worldly 
occupation with your Torah-study; but overmuch absorption in business 
is not as a rule the road to spirituality. Many people look upon a 
44 captain of industry ” as the highest embodiment of human wisdom. 
Hiilel assures us, and modern experience confirms his view, that this is 
quite unjustified. 

where there are no men. If a task requires to be done, and there 
are no other men to do it, it’is for us to undertake it. However, in a 
place where there is a man, we must refrain from undue self-assertion. 
The plain duty then is co-operation or subordination. Another expla¬ 
nation is given in Midrash Shemuel : 44 In a place where no man seet.h 
or knoweth thee, say not, I will sin, as no one seeth or knoweth me. 
Even when alone, strive to be a man, true and God-fearing ”. 
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7. Moreover, he saw a skull floating on the surface of the 
water : he said to it, Because thou drownedst others, they 
have drowned thee ; and, at the last, they that drowned 
thee shall themselves be drowned. 

8. He used to say, The more flesh, the more worms ; 
the more property, the more anxiety ; the more wives, 
the more witchcraft ; the more maid-servants, the more 
lewdness; the more men-servants, the more robbery; 
—the more Torah, the more life ; the more schooling, 
the more wisdom ; the more counsel, the more under¬ 
standing ; the more charity, the more peace. He who 
has acquired a good name, has acquired it for himself ; 
he who has acquired for himself words of Torah, has 
acquired for himself life in the world to come. 

9. Rabban Yochanan, the son of Zakkai, received the 
tradition from Hillel and Shammai. He used to say, If 


the more schooling. The more opportunities given fov corporate 
study, the greater the ingenuity developed. 

the more charity. In later Hebrew, npT2» means “ alms-giving In 
reducing the wants of those in need by monetary aid, the harmony of 
social life is promoted. If we take nplX in the Biblical sense, and 
translate it by “ righteousness ”, the saying echoes the protound 
declaration of the Prophet, “ The work of righteousness shall be peace ; 
and the effect of righteousness, quietness and confidence for ever ” 
(Isaiah 32. 17). 

a good name. The greatest of treasures, but it cannot be transferred 
to others. 

life in the world to come. The effect of Torah-knowledge is the acqui¬ 
sition of merits that outlast this life. 

world to come. Heb. olom lia-bo. In the Hereafter. 

9 -21 . Sayings of Yochanan ben Zakkai and iiis Disciples. 

9. Yochanan , the son of Zakkai. When the fall of Jerusalem became 
certain, he escaped from the city and made his submission to the 
Romans. He predicted that Vespasian would be elevated to the 
Imperial throne, and was granted permission to open a school of 
Rabbinic instruction at Yavneh. This school became the spiritual centre 
of Jewry; and by its establishment he rescued Judaism from the 
shipwreck of the destruction that overwhelmed the Jewish state in 
the year 70. “ Yochanan united within himself the qualities of the 
prophet Jeremiah and Zerubbabel. Like Jeremiah, he mourned over 


£90 


»cw 



•Bqiqy iqq^H J° b sbay 3 H ’sa§B jaqjBa uiojj 

uavo|) papiiBq SuiqaBaj jBiioijipB.ix 9 H1 }° aSpapwouq jOBxa siq .ioj auiBj 

UOAV J 0 Z 9 I 13 ‘X.IOUiaUl aAIJUajaj B JO 9AlJBjnSlj[ ‘U.t 9 }SlO p 9 JU 9 lU 9 D 

•sajdiasip ajunoABj siq jo qoBa 

paqsmSuiqsip qoiqAv XjqBnb pqaads aqj f Ajqioiiadns m d'i ’dsimd • 11 
‘Ol-GI Buqsiui aas faauaqaaxa pqaads jq 'sdjdiosip daif * 01 . 
•aaqj paAYopua puq pof) qaiqAV qjiAV sjjiS pazqijn puB ‘Ajnp 
Xqj auop Apiara f ajqaBJSj AjaAa jo uorqquiB aqj aq pjnoqs juqj ajq 
ur asodand b paAaiqan Xpio jsnq noqx % p 9 }V 9 XD now l wal o%undiwff 

•ssausnoajqSu-jps 

pijjsBoq .ioj uoisbooo ub aq jon ppioqs ji ‘AqjioA\asiB.id sbay qBJox jo 
aSpajAvouq paimbaB a YBq oj qSnoqqy 'fpsftyj o? %uw, fiuv %ou oqixosv 

•aS^s SinA’p aqi pros cc \ qanui sb uixpj ABaj jnq 
pjnoAV noA jj „ •osudins ui paqsB Aaqj {{ i aaoui jo^ „ m ti ubui .reaj noA 
sb qanui sb ‘poQ JBaj „ : sb.w sajdiasip siq oj Suissajq siq ‘paq-qjBap 
siq no ‘uiB^y u *2uuajjo-uis jno Avon si jnqx •ssaupuiqSuiAO'i ‘Apureu 
iaphuax aqi s b lumaajja sb si jnqj jjaj juauiauojB jo sireaui b aABq 
9 A\ „ : pwwpap 9 M ‘ 9 lduiax oqx jo ssoj aqj Siqxuaunq auo ox ‘AjiJBqo 
oj aanjd auiaadns b pauSissB puB ‘uaui qB paAO{ ajx uioiSipj jo aauassa 
aqj ojui xqSisui pijJapuoM b pBq uBUBqao^ ‘ppjH J° ^fdpsip y 

•(zjaBJf)) tt msiBpnp ui aaippa AYau b jo auojs-uoij 
-Bpunoj aqj piB[ aq ‘pqBqqn.iaz aqq ‘pun f uia[Bsn.iaf jo uopanjjsap aqj 


c^icCa el.ui.uiici.a sU fel.ituk 

MEN ^Nk^ NtftU CidiQl . NO tiiW: (t^-UEa^ fefeU 

Q^icvQ i&Cf&iu HjjiLH eta fecU diciu afeufe Nu r -e4 a: 
Gc) utH utu Ntfeu . Na fed^-ufe&s fecU 

fel-CufeNq^i-N OfeN. N^fetL. fel.au feafeU ufeatfeu: 

ciqu . iutaia feUQKiN N^u a^Lui. aa^ ueiil uga . 
ai.cu aifeua. N^feiu fel-uiLfe'cia ell oll ^NvCL Gnel 
faGELl feUCCrt^ LLEs N^eal fel-itU : (»«) uln utu 

uiudlcLa Le». luuaa feUcivH Lfe«. aft. leu l Lfei. 

UvL <^L 4kfel sLUCl feUEs . tN^t til . uEk S^sEiL fel. 
ULjicJ QLCU Ev 4cli CLELU : (0 OG^u 


II 

10-12 

Sayings 
of the 
Fathers 


thou hast learnt much Torah, ascribe not any merit to 
thyself, for thereunto wast thou created. 

10. Rabban Yochanan, the son of Zakkai, had five 
disciples; and these are they, Rabbi Eliezer, the son of 
Hyrcaniis, Rabbi Joshua, the son of Chananya, Rabbi Jose, 
the Priest, Rabbi Simeon, the son of Nathaniel, and Rabbi 
Elazar, the son of Arach. 

11. He used thus to recount their praise : Eliezer, the 
son of Hyrcanus, is a cemented cistern, which loses not a 
drop ; Joshua, the son of Chananya—happy is she that 
bare him ; Jose, the Priest, is a pious man ; Simeon, the son 
of Nathaniel, is a fearer of sin ; Elazar, the son of Arach, is 
like a spring flowing with ever-sustained vigour. 

12. He used to say, If all the sages of Israel were in 
one scale of the balance, and Eliezer, the son of Hyrcanus, 
in the other, he would outweigh them all. Abba Saul said 
in his name, If all the sages of Israel, together with Eliezer, 
the son of Hyrcanus, were in one scale of the balance, and 
Elazar, the son of Arach, in the other scale, he would out¬ 
weigh them all. 
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happy is she that hare him. What a life of benignity and blessing must 
it have been, to have elicited such praise from a statesman, scholar and 
saint like Rabban Yochanan ! 

pious man. i.e., one who shows particular heedfulness in matters 
of mine and thine ; see mishna 17. 

fearer of sin. See mishna 6. 

a spring. In contrast to a “ cemented cistern ”, he had an original 
mind which overflowed with new ideas. 

12. if all the sages. Yochanan set the higher value on the accurate 
preservation of the Traditional lore, as against acute argumenta¬ 
tive power ; and, for that reason, praised the pre-eminence of Eliezer. 

Abba Saul. He was a contemporary of R. .Judah the Prince. “Abba ”, 
Aramaic for “ father ”, was a-title of affection given to several Rabbis. 
He cited another tradition of Yochanan’s estimate, and thus awarded 
the palm to Elazar ben Arach : the critical and original mind, rather 
than the retentive memory, was given preference. 
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13. He said to them, Go forth and see which is the good 
way to which a man should cleave. R. Eliezer said, A good 
eye ; R. Joshua said, A good friend ; R. Jose said, A good 
neighbour ; R. Simeon said, One who foresees the fruit of 
an action ; R. Elazar said, A good heart. Thereupon he said 
to them, I approve the words of Elazar, the son of Arach, 
rather than your words, for in his words yours are in¬ 
cluded. 

14. He said to them, Go forth and see which is the evil 
way that a man should shun. R. Eliezer said, An evil 
eye ; R. Joshua said, A bad friend ; R. Jose said, A bad 
neighbour ; R. Simeon said, One who borrows and does 
not repay. (He that borrows from man is the same as if he 
borrowed from God ; as it is said, The wicked borroweth, 
and payeth not again, but the righteous dealeth graciously 
and giveth) ; R. Elazar said, A bad heart. Thereupon 
he said to them, I approve the words of Elazar, the son of 
Arach, rather than your words, for in his words yours are 
included. 

15. They each said three things. R. Eliezer said, Let 
the honour of thy fellow-man be as dear to thee as thine 
own; be not easily moved to anger; and repent one 


hates ; meditates, schemes and obeys ” (Midrash). If the heart is 
good, it will prompt only right action. 

14. an evil eye . Stands for envy, ill-will, niggardliness. 

one who borrows and does not repay. Such a one does not foresee the 
future, and is blind to the consequences of his conduct. 

borrows from man. This clause is probably an editorial comment. 
One who lacks foresight and incurs responsibilities which he is unable 
to meet, borrows from God ; seeing that wealth comes from Him, and 
men are merely His stewards. 

and giveth. i.e. he repays the lender for his act of kindness. 

15. let the honour. Far beyond other moralists, the Rabbis sternly 
condemn any action or word that injures a man’s reputation or exposes 
him to contempt or derision. The sin increases in gravity when one 
benefits by such disgrace of his fellowman. “He who elevates himself 
at the expense of his neighbour’s degradation, has no share in the World 
to come ” (Talmud). 
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day before thy death. And (he further said), Warm thyself 
by the fire of the wise ; but beware of their glowing coals, 
lest thou be burnt, for their bite is the bite of the fox, 
and their sting is the scorpion’s sting, and their hiss is the 
serpent’s hiss, and all their words are like coals of fire. 

16. R. Joshua said, The ‘evil eye, the evil inclination, 
and hatred of his felldw-creatures drive a man out of the 
world. 

17. R. Jose said, Let the property of thy fellow-man 
be as dear to thee as thine own ; qualify thyself for 
the study of the Torah, since the knowledge of it is not an 
inheritance of thine; and let all thy deeds be done for the 
sake of Heaven. 


Thus he seems to have known, and foreseen the reappearance, of what 
many believe to have been Halley’s comet. 

the evil eye. An envious disposition ; see on mishna 14. 
the evil inclination. See p. 25. Man’s natural instincts, when un¬ 
controlled, lead to sin, and ruin a man’s life. 

hatred of his fellow-creatures. Misanthropy, contempt for your 
fellow-men. For “ fellow-creatures ” ( beriyyoth ), see on 1 , 12. 

drive a man out of the world. Means either shorten his life ; or, 
preferably, cut him off from human society. 

17. fellow-man. Another application of the Golden Rule : respect 
your fellow-man’s property rights as you would desire yours to be 
respected ; see mishna 15 and v, 13. 

qualify thyself. Or, “ prepare thyself ”. As in the case of prayer, 
the study of the Torah must be approached with a mind properly 
attuned to a sacred purpose. 

not an inheritance of thine, i.e. the actual knowledge may only be 
acquired by personal effort; it cannot be bequeathed or inherited. 

all thy deeds be done for the sake of Heaven. Even the common actions 
of daily life should be consecrated to the service of God, and be hallowed 
by Religion. Thus, Hillel told his disciples that to keep the body physi¬ 
cally clean by bathing, was a religious duty. 

“ Teach me, my God and King, 

In all things Thee to see ; 

And what I do in any thing, 

To do it as for Thee. 

A servant with this clause 
Makes drudgery divine ; 

Who sweeps a room as for Thy laws, 

Makes that and the action fine ” (Herbert). 
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18. R. Simeon said, Be careful to read the Shema, and 
to say the Amidah ; and when thou prayest, regard not 
thy prayer as a fixed mechanical task, but as an appeal 
for mercy and grace before the All-present (as it is said, 
For he is gracious and full of mercy, slow to anger, and 
abounding in lovingkindness, and relenteth him of the evil) ; 
and be not wicked in thine own esteem. 

19. R. Elazar said, Be eager to learn Torah; know 
what answer to give to the unbeliever; know also before 
whom thou toilest, and who thy Employer is, who will pay 
thee the reward of thy labour. 

20. Rabbi Tarfon said, The day is short, and the work 
is great, and the labourers are sluggish, and the reward is 
much, and the Master is urgent. 


20. Rabbi Tarfon. Of priestly descent, he had officiated in the Temple. 
Though not a disciple of Rabban Yochanan, he was his contemporary. 
Of stern and rigid temperament, his was a nature of true religious 
delicacy and refinement. One Sabbath day, his mother’s sandals split; 
and as she coidd not mend them and would have to walk across the 
courtyard barefoot, Tarfon* kept stretching his hands under her 
feet, so that she might walk over them all the way : he out-did Sir 
Walter Raleigh in chivalry. His best-known saying, here given, is 
of great solemnity and beauty. 

the day is short. The life of man, or that part of it between childhood 
(dawn) and old age (evening) when it is possible to work with full vigour, 
is but of brief duration. But man is neither to despair nor yield to 
idleness. 

the zvork. The utilization of life’s opportunities in the service of God. 
is great. Therefore time is too precious to waste. 
labourers. God’s creatures. 

sluggish. There is in man a tendency to negligence and indolence 
that requires conscious effort to overcome ; see ill, 14. 

reward. Although the ideal is to work from a sense of duty, reward 
awaits the loyal toiler ; see on t, 3. 

the Master, lit. “ the master of the house ”, the universal Father Who 
has the right to demand the labour of the members of His household, 
mankind. 

urgent. It will brook no delay : “If not now, when ? ” 

It has been suggested that the first clause of the Hebrew might 
originally have been T¥p Dm to-day is harvest time: the work is 
great, the labourers are sluggish, the reward is much, and the Master 
is urgent! 
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n 2 i. He used also to say, It is not thy duty to complete 
the work, but neither art thou free to desist from it; if 
thou hast studied much Torah, much reward will be given 
2i thee, for faithful is thy Employer to pay thee the 
. reward of thy labour ; and know that the grant of reward 
Sayings un ^. 0 ^ righteous will be in the time to come. 

of the “ Rabbi Chananya ”, etc., p. 27 
Fathers 


thy neighbour as thyself’ of which they have been guilty in their 
dealings with one another 

Though the Founder of Christianity quotes “ Thou shalt love thy 
neighbour as thyself” as the old Biblical command of recognized 
central importance, nevertheless Christian theologians maintain that its 
morality is only tribal, alleging that the Hebrew word for “neighbour” 
(rea) refers only to the fellow-Israelite. This is incorrect. One 
need not be a Hebrew scholar to convince oneself of the fact that rea 
means neighbour of whatever race or creed. Thus, in Exodus 11. 12, 
“ Let them ask every man of his neighbour and every woman of her 
neighbour”—the Hebrew word for neighbour cannot possibly mean 
“ fellow-Israelite ”, but distinctly refers to the Egyptians. In order to 
prevent any possible misunderstanding, the command of love of neigh¬ 
bour is, in v. 34 of that same nineteenth chapter of Leviticus, extended 
to include the homeless alien :— 

“ The stranger that sojourneth with you shall be unto you as the 
homeborn among you, and thou shalt love him as thyself.” 

The word “ neighbour ” in Leviticus 19. 18 is thus equivalent to 
“fellow-man ”, and it includes in its range every human being by virtue 
of his humanity. “ The commandment to love one’s fellow-man”, said 
Rabba, a Babylonian teacher in the third century, “ must be observed 
even in the execution of a criminal, and he should be granted as easy 
a death as possible ”. In Jerusalem, the criminal before being led to 
execution was given a drugged cup of wine, by which he lost conscious¬ 
ness of what was being done to him. Quite other was the spirit 
of Rome. The Romans invented the fiendish punishment of crucifixion, 
which prolonged the death agonies of the victims for days. If Jewish 
teaching and Jewish example had been heeded, the history of torture 
in European history would have been far less voluminous than it is. 

Christian theologians stress the fact that both the Book of Tobit 
and Hillel paraphrase Leviticus 19. 18 in a negative way—“ Whatever 
is hateful unto thee, do it not unto thy fellow ” : and they, therefore, 
maintain that the Jewish Golden Rule is merely a “ negative ” Golden 
Rule. This argument is illusory. In the oldest Christian literature, the 
two forms are recorded indiscriminately. The negative Golden Rule 
occurs in the Western texts of Acts 15. 20, Romans 13. 10, the 
Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, and the Apostolical Constitutions; 
and positive forms of the Rule have had a place in Judaism. Thus 
[45 } Hillel says, “Love thv fellow-creatures”; and Eliezer ben Hvreanus, 
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Chapter III 
"All Israel ", etc., p. 1 3 

1. Akavya, the son of Mahalalel, said, Reflect upon 
three things, and thou wilt not come within the power 
of sin : know whence thou earnest, whither thou art 
going ; and before whom thou wilt in future have to give 
account and reckoning. Whence thou earnest:—from a 
fetid drop ; whither thou art going :—to a place of dust, 
worms and maggots ; and before whom thou wilt in future 
have to give account and reckoning :—before the Supreme 
King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be he. 

2. R. Chanina, the Vice-High-Priest, said, Pray for the 
welfare of the government, since but for the fear thereof 
men would swallow each other alive. 

3. R. Chananya, the son of Teradyon, said, If two sit 
together and interchange no words of Torah, they are a 
meeting of scoffers, concerning whom it is said, The godly 
man sitteth not in the seat of the scoffers ; but if two sit 


before Whom he is to appear, he will flee sin. See 11 , 1. 

place of dust. Cf. “dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return ” 
(Genesis 3. 19). 

2. Vice-High Priest. A deputy for the High Priest, to take his place 
should the latter be prevented from discharging his functions. 

pray for the welfare of the government. See p. 503. The “ govern¬ 
ment ” was Rome ; and, although it was harsh in its administration, 
he advised his fellow-Jews not to work for a breach with Rome. His 
seems to have been the attitude of the conservative priesthood in the 
political controversy which preceded the Great War against Rome in 
66-70. 

swallow each other alive. Government stands for order ; and without 
it there would be the chaos of anarchy; cf. Shakespeare, “You erv 
against the noble Senate, who .... keep you in awe, which else would 
feed on one another" (Coriolanus I, 1, 188-192). 

Mishna 3, 4 and 7. Conversation must be hallowed in thought and 
speech by remembrance of the Divine Presence. The texts quoted are 
applied in the homiletic manner of the Haggadists of that generation. 

3. Chananya. He was the father of Beruria, the renowned wife of 
Rabbi Meir; see p. 588. He suffered martyrdom in the Second War 
against Rome, after the defeat of Bar Cochba in the year 135, of the 
Christian era. The Romans were masters in torture. He was wrapped 
in a Scroll of the Torah, and then set fire to ; and to prolong his 

f 47 ] sufferings, moist wool was placed over his heart. His dying words were 
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together and interchange words of Torah, the Divine Presence * 
abides between them; as it is said, Then they that feared the 
Lord spake one with the other : and the Lord hearkened 
and heard, and a book of remembrance was written before 
him, for them that feared the Lord, and that thought upon 
his Name. Now, the Scripture enables me to draw this in¬ 
ference in respect to two persons ; whence can it be deduced 
that if even one person sedulously occupies himself with the 
Torah, the Holy One, blessed be he, appoints unto him a 
reward ? Because it is said, Though he sit alone, and medi¬ 
tate in stillness, yet he taketh it (the reward) upon him. 

4. R. Simeon said, If three have eaten at a table and 
have spoken there no words of Torah, it is as if they had 
eaten of sacrifices to dead idols, of whom it is said, For all 
their tables are full of vomit and filthiness ; the All-present 


centuries held to be the author of the Zohar, which is deemed sacred by 
the Cabalists. An annual festival is to this day celebrated by the 
Mystics in his honour at Meron, in Northern Palestine. See also iv, 13. 

if three have eaten. Simeon ben Yochai expands the saying of R. 
Chananya. In Judaism the meal is regarded as a religious service with 
special benedictions before and after it. The act of eating is spiritualized 
by being made subservient to the strengthening of the ties of domestic 
affection and interest in higher things. 

spoken ... no words of Torah. A company of three requires the 
recital of Grace with a special responsive introduction. The Grace, 
consisting of thanksgiving for food, coupled with historic and religious 
memories, is in itself a fitting fulfilment of the demand for discourse 
at table on sacred things. 

sacrifices to dead idols. If they paid no heed to religious matters, 
and not even recited the Grace, the meal was merely for the satisfaction 
of physical needs, with no sacredness whatever surrounding it. “ Exag¬ 
gerated statements such as this have the purpose of arresting the atten¬ 
tion, and of driving home the lesson or the warning given” (Oesterley). 

vomit and filthiness. As his proof-text, R. Simeon chooses 
Isaiah’s denunciation of the drunkards of ancient Samaria, Chapter 
28, in order to express his horror of the revels and feastings among 
the Roman ruling classes. Such were often attended by indecency, 
and the disgusting use of emetics in furtherance of gluttony. Not 
such—taught R. Simeon—was to be the place of the meal and its 
_ /n 1 educational mission in the life of the Jew. The family table was to be 
I J the family altar. 


' vby m??^ Tqp fribttf bb •‘ibpNtp rttpbtp b?y * Dip?? % 
">3*!^ 'flwgjtf * Dips- 1 ?®' iai^pt^p -“ibp^ siVm? n-jin ■nyi 
’’5 , '?D‘)^ N^aq 'sn (n) : " ^sb ntfq ^rfp^n nt 'btf 'ppg 
iab nasD!i n'n) tpip irbn??rn rf??;?? -rtogn *-iniN D13K 
n}j?nq$ Njyin? v-n (i) : iartpa? a»nqp nt nq nbanb 
bV -lasD D-nv???? rrrin bb vby bapipn-b? • -l&iH 
D^aqia rnin bb aaaa piisq-b^i. • \ngi tj*3^t bb*i naab® 


All-present is not (in their thoughts), lit. “ without a place 
(makom) ; but in Rabbinic Hebrew, makom is a synonym of God 
(see on it, 14); hence the interpretation, “ without the All-present ”. 
u this is the tah } e - Referring to the altar, which is said to have been 
‘three cubits high ”, here taken as symbolical of three men seated at 
the table. When the table is sanctified by prayer, and is not disgraced 
by frivolity, it becomes holy like the altar. 

5. Chanina , the son of Chachinai. A contemporary of R. Simeon 
and disciple of R. Akiba; he lived during the first half of the second 
century. 

keeps awake at night. Even the waking hours due to sleeplessness 
should be spent in serious meditation. “ My soul is satisfied . . . when 
1 remember Thee upon my couch, and meditate on Thee in the night- 
watches ” (Psalm 63. 6f). 

and who goes on his way alone. He is on a journey unaccompanied. 

Having no companion with whom to discuss serious topics, there is 
more danger of his mind dwelling upon frivolous matters. 

turns his heart to idle thoughts. Idle thoughts lead to sin, therefore 
the mind must be occupied with words of Torah ; see Deuteronomy 
vr, 7. Thou shaft talk of them when thou sittest in thine house, and 
when thou walkest by the way, and when thou best down, and when 
thou risest up.” “ This saying is one more illustration of that con¬ 
secration of the whole of man’s waking existence to the service of God, 
which was for the Pharisee the * way of the perfect life ’ ” (Herford). ’ 

sins against himself. Without the protective influence of Religion, 
man is in constant danger of a lapse into evil, that might make him 
incur guilt of the gravest nature. 

6. Nechunya , son of Ha-kana. A contemporary of Rabban Yocha- 
nan. Later generations looked upon him as a foremost mvstic. The 
prayer, “ We beseech thee ”, recited after the Counting of the Omer, is 
attributed to him. In his old age, he declared, “ Never in my life have 
Ifousht honour through the degradation of a colleague, nor has my 
ill-will against any fellow-man lasted till night-time ”. { 50 ) 
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[ 51 ] 


is not (in their thoughts). But if three have eaten at a table 
and have spoken there words of Torah, it is as if they had 
eaten at the table of the All-present, to which the Scripture 
may be applied, And he said unto me, This is the table that 
is before the Lord. 

5. R. Chanina, the son of Chachinai, said, He who keeps 
awake at night, and goes on his way alone, and turns his 
heart to idle thoughts, such a one sins against himself. 

6. R. Nechunya, son of Ha-kana, said, Whoso receives 
upon himself the yoke of the Torah, from him the yoke of 
the kingdom and the yoke of worldly care will be removed ; 
but whoso casts off from him the yoke of the Torah, upon 
him will be laid the yoke of the kingdom and the yoke of 
worldly care. 


yoke of the Torah. The multitude of commandments ordained by 
God is compared to a yoke (see p. 112), not as the symbol of oppression, 
but of obedience. Like the yoke harnessed to an animal, it provides 
guidance of right direction and useful service. “ The Law will always 
be a yoke, though a glorious yoke ; and the duty of bending beneath it 
in humble and glad self-surrender is the characteristic obligation of 
Israel through the ages ” (M. Joseph). 

yoke of the kingdom. “ Stands for the burdens, such as taxation put 
upon a man by the government under which he lives, or the oppression 
which he may suffer at the hands of the great ” (Taylor). 

worldly care. Heb. derech eretz , see on ir, 2. The hardships, 
anxieties, and discontent in connection with the gaining of a livelihood. 

will be removed. “ Absorption in sacred study frees a man from care 
over worldly matters, arid renders him invulnerable to the vicissitudes 
of time and fortune ” (Derenbourg). The Tables of the Luav are a charter 
of freedom ; see vi, 2. “ To the man of true ethical and religious 
culture, civil law and the demands of society have ceased to be a burden ; 
to others, it is a 3 'oke ” (Geiger). I 11 Biichler’s opinion, R. Nechunya 
addressed himself not to all Jews, but to those who hesitated whether 
they should divide their time between the study of the Torah and a 
secular calling. Unlike R. Judah the Prince, who urged each scholar to 
have some worldly occupation, he advised them to make the study of 
the Torah their exclusive life-work. We have no evidence that either 
the Roman government remitted taxation in the case of scholars, or 
that the communities paid these and provided for their sustenance 
and that of their families. 

casts off from him the yoke. A Heb. expression for rebellion. If a 
person seeks relief by revolt against God’s commandments, the effect is 
to make the rigour of his mundane concerns more keenly felt. 
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7. R. Chalafta, the son of Dosa, of the village of Chan- 
anya, said, When ten people sit together and occupy them¬ 
selves with the Torah, the Shechinah abides among them, 
as it is said, God standeth in the congregation of the godly. 
And whence can it be shown that the same applies to five ? 
Because it is said, He hath founded his band upon the earth. 
And whence can it be shown that the same applies to three ? 
Because it is said, He judgeth among the judges. And 
whence can it be shown that the same applies to two ? 
Because it is said, Then they that feared the Lord spake 
one with the other ; and the Lord hearkened, and heard. 
And whence can it be shown that the same applies even to 
one ? Because it is said, In every place where I cause my 
Name to be remembered I will come unto thee and I will 
bless thee. 

8. R. Elazar, of Bertotha, said, Give unto Him of what 
is His, seeing that thou and what thou hast are His : this 
is also found expressed by David, who said, For all things 
come of Thee, and of Thine own we have given Thee. 

9. R. Jacob said, He who is walking by the way and 
rehearses what he has learnt, and breaks off from his 
rehearsing and says, How fine is that tree, how fine is that 
field, him the Scripture regards as if he were guilty against 
himself. 


9 . Jacob. His father’s name was Korshai. Some maintain that he 
was a grandson of Elisha ben Abuya (iv, 25) and a teacher of R. Judah 
the Prince. His saying states the duty of study of the Torah in 
extremest form. The Rabbis were certainly not indifferent to the 
beauty of Nature, as they prescribed various benedictions on beholding 
beautiful persons and things. Some of these blessings have been 
included in the Prayer Book. 

breaks off. What is deprecated here is a wilful distraction of the mind 
from Torah-meditation by the surrounding scenery. 

Scripture. No text is, or could well be, quoted, in support of the 
statement. 

as if. Actually he does not sin, as the exclamation, “ How fine is 
this tree ”, is itself an adoration of God. It is only because learning is 
so much more important, that the breaking off therefrom deserves 
condemnation (Machzor Vitry and Tifereth Yisroel). This mishna 
t 53 } has also been interpreted homiletically. “He who turns away from the 
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10. R. Dostai, the son of Yannai, said in the name of 
R. Meir, Whoso forgets one word of his study, him the 
Scripture regards as if he had forfeited his life; for it is said, 
Only take heed to thyself, and keep thy soul diligently, lest 
thou forget the things which thine eyes have seen. Now, 
one might suppose that the same result follows even if a 
man’s study has been too hard for him. To guard against 
such an inference, it is said, And lest they depart from thy 
mouth all the days of thy life. Thus, a person’s guilt is not 
established until he deliberately and of set purpose removes 
those lessons from his heart. 

11. R. Chanina, the son of Dosa, said, He in whom the 
fear of sin comes before wisdom, his wisdom shall endure ; 
but he in whom wisdom comes before the fear of sin, his 
wisdom will not endure. 

12. He used to say, He whose deeds exceed his wisdom, 
his wisdom shall endure ; but he whose wisdom exceeds his 
deeds, his wisdom will not endure. 

13. He used to say, He in whom the spirit of his fellow- 
creatures takes delight, in him the Spirit of the All-present 


11. Chanina , the son of Dosa. A disciple of Rabban Yochanan. 
Renowned as a mystic and wonder-worker. His sayings are amongst 
the simplest and sublimest in Aboth. 

fear of sin. “ A man with wisdom but without fear of Heaven, is 
like the man with the key of an inner court, but unable to enter because 
he has not the key of the outer court ” (Talmud). 

12. he whose deeds exceed his wisdom. Wisdom is only a means to 
an end; and, unless it fulfils itself in action of the right kind, it serves 
no true purpose and so cannot endure. It was a favourite saying of 
Raba (279-352) : “ The goal of wisdom is repentance and good deeds ; 
so that a man shall not learn Torah, and study Mishna, and then con¬ 
tradict his father or master or teacher; as it is said, ‘ The fear of the 
Lord is the beginning of wisdom’”. In the eyes of the Rabbis, the 
fear of the Lord was even more : it was the whole of wisdom ; ( 1 , 17). 

13. fellow-creatures. Avoid doing things that even appear wrong, 
py rpK'ia DWa. If a man so conducts himself as to win the approval 
of his fellows, he is assured of gaining the Divine approval. Such a 
statement does scant justice to the prophet, or the martyr : human 
favour does not, as a rule, shadow them. But R. Chanina was a mystic, 
and his deeper meaning is, when a man establishes harmonious 
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takes delight ; and he in whom the spirit of his fellow- 
creatures takes not delight, in him the Spirit of the All¬ 
present takes not delight. 

14. R. Dosa, the son of Horkinas, said, Morning sleep 
and midday wine, and children’s talk, and attending the 
houses of assembly of the ignorant, drive a man from the 
world. 

15. R. Elazar of Modim said, He who profanes things 
sacred, and despises the festivals, and puts his fellow-man 
to shame in public, and makes void the covenant of Abraham 
our father, and makes the Torah bear a meaning other than 
the right, such a one, even though knowledge of the Torah 
and good deeds be his, has no share in the world to come. 

16. R. Ishmael said, Be submissive to a superior, affable 
to a suppliant, and receive all men with cheerfulness. 


but choosing to act as they did, they could not claim to be of 
the House of Israel. 

things sacred. The saying is especially true when the words “ things 
sacred ” are taken in their larger, literal sense : he treats holy things as 
if they were not holy. 

despises the festivals. By showing contempt for the Holy Occasions 
of the Jewish year, he not only violates the Divine commandment, but 
dissociates himself from Israel’s history which is their background ; 
as well as from the. community that finds its consciousness heightened 
by their celebration. 

puts his fellow-man to shame in public. A heinous offence against the 
Golden Rule (it, 15). These sectarians “ heckled ” the Jewish teachers, 
and put them to shame at public discussions or gatherings (Moritz 
Friedlander). 

makes void the covenant. Assimilationist Jews in ancient, as in 
modern, times sealed their apostasy by their repudiation of the 
Abrahamic covenant. 

a meaning other than the right. A condemnation of arbitrary interpre¬ 
tations that are contrary to the accepted ruling. 

though . . . Torah and good deeds be his. Although these are the 
highest qualifications a Jew can possess, they do not outweigh the 
serious offences enumerated. Those guilty ol them cannot be con¬ 
sidered as Israelites. 

16. Ishmael. Grandson of a High Priest, he was taken captive to 
Rome after the fall of Jerusalem, and obtained his release through the 
efforts of R. Joshua ben Chananya; see also p. 37. His system of exegesis 
differed from that of Rabbi Akiba, and followed the plain meaning of 
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17. R. Akiba said, Jesting and levity lead a man on to 
lewdness. The Massorah is a fence to the Torah ; tithes are 
a fence to riches ; vows are a fence to abstinence ; a fence 
to wisdom is silence. 

18. He used to say, Beloved is man, for he was created 
in the image of God ; but it was by a special love that it 
was made known to him that he w T as created in the image 
of God; as it is said, For in the image of God made he man. 
Beloved are Israel, for they were called children of the All¬ 
present ; but it was by a special love that it was made 


with goodness and mercy. 44 Whatever God doeth is for the 
best ”, was his favourite saying. 44 That absolute submission to the 
will of God, which can perceive in suffering only an expression of God’s 
fatherly love and mercy— that was the ideal of Akiba ” (Schechter). 

jesting and levity. Judaism does not denounce merriment as such, 
and a jester may leave the saintly behind in true merit of life. R. Akiba’s 
saying warns against jesting that leads to undue familiarity between 
the sexes. In the sphere of religion and morality, 44 fences ” are 
necessary safeguards against falling into sin. 

Massorah. i.e. 44 tradition ” (see on 1 , 1). The term is used par¬ 
ticularly of the traditional transmission of the Scriptural text, which 
preserved the Divine Revelation from falsification through accident, 
ignorance or sectarian bias. 

tithes are a fence to riches. Allocating to religious and charitable 
purposes the ordained portion, does not reduce a man’s wealth. It 
makes the owner conscious that his property is due to a Divine Provid¬ 
ence (mishna 8), and this feeling saves him from squandering his posses¬ 
sions unwisely. 

vows. A vow serves to keep him who makes it from doing what he 
might ignorantly or carelessly do without it. Though many have 
found vows helpful in cultivating self-restraint and shunning over- 
indulgence, Scripture discourages vowing. See “Vows and Vowing in 
Judaism,” Numbers , 310 (Soncino, 730). 

abstinence. Ileb. perishuth , lit. 44 separation ” from what defdes the 
body or contaminates the soul. The term 44 pharisee ” is by some 
scholars derived from this word. 

silence. See on 1 , 17. 

18. man. The human being, without limitation of creed and racial 
origin. 

by a special love. It is with God as with man. To declare one’s love 
is a more signal proof of affection than love without such declaration. 
Divine possibilities have been implanted in man ; but it is an especial 
r __ - mark of God’s love to His human children that they have been en- 
[ 59 1 dowed with the consciousness of these Divine possibilities within them. 
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beloved are Israel. The Selection of Israel is a great world-historic 
event. Even greater is the fact, that his high calling has been made 
known to Israel. It; is his Jewish Consciousness that lends immortality 
to the Jew. 

children unto the Lord. Every Israelite is a son of God, and he 
approaches his Heavenly Father in a spirit of child-like trust. 

desirable instrument. The Torah, whose commandments are “ more 
to be desired than gold ” (Psalm 19. 11) and are of eternal validity. 

through which th$ world was created. The Rabbis held that the 
Torah existed before the universe, and contained the spiritual design 
according to which the world was created. “ Wisdom,” in the Book of 
Proverbs, is identified with the Torah in such passages as: “ The Lord by 
wisdom founded the earth ” (3. 19). In this manner, the Rabbis gave 
expression to the profound truth that the Creation serves an eternal, 
spiritual purpose. 

19 . This saying of Rabbi Akiba is among the most important in 
Aboth, and lays down a fundamental doctrine of practical religion. 

Despite the fact that God foresees the course which a man will adopt 
when faced with the choice of two paths, man has free choice. God’s 
foreknowledge and the freedom of man’s will are reconcilable ; so are 
God’s mercy and justice in His dealings with man. 

everything is foreseen. Everything past’ present and future is seen 
by God, even as a watchman in a lighthouse tower sees ships in the 
distance coming and going, and can in a tempest foresee which among 
them must dash itself to destruction. 

by grace, lit. “ with goodness ”. The Psalmist’s declaration, 41 The 
Lord is good to all, and His tender mercies are over all His works ” 

(Psalm 145. 9), is a favourite text of the Rabbis. They underline the 
word “ all ”, and deduce from it that His goodness extends to animals 
as well as man (see p. 87), to the Gentile as well as to the Israelite. 

Akiba’s universalist note is probably derived from his teacher Rabbi 
Joshua ben Chananya. 

yet all is according to the amount of work. God is good and merciful, C 60 J 




m known to them that they were called children of the All¬ 
present; as it is said, Ye are children unto the Lord your 
God. Beloved are Israel, for unto them was given the 
19 20 desirable instrument; but it was by a special love that it 
was made known to them that that desirable instrument 
Sayings was theirs, through which the world was created; as it is 
of the said, For I give you good doctrine ; forsake ye not my Law. 
Fathers I 9* Everything is foreseen, yet freedom of choice is 
given ; and the world is judged by grace, yet all is according 
to the amount of work. 

20. He used to say, Everything is given on pledge, and 
a net is spread for all the living : the shop is open ; and the 
dealer gives credit ; and the ledger lies open ; and the hand 
writes ; and whosoever wishes to borrow may come and 
borrow; but the collectors regularly make their daily round; 
and exact payment from man. whether he be content or not; 


but He rewards or punishes according to man’s doings on earth. 

20. given on jrtedge. The doctrine previously stated is now given 
in language taken from commerce. The world is likened to the office 
of a merchant. 

everything, i.e. life and all its opportunities are granted to man 
on the “ pledge ” that he will utilize them wisely and well. 

a net is spread for all the living. Nobody can evade his responsibility 
for the use he makes of his life, because all are called to account before 
the Divine Tribunal. 

the shop is open. The world is stocked with what God has provided 
for the welfare and happiness of His creatures. 

the dealer gives credit. God does not demand immediate payment; 
after death will be the reckoning. 

and the hand writes. There is a record of every obligation incurred, 
expressing the thought of 11 , 1, “All thy deeds are written in a Book ”. 
Jewish folklore declares that every night, while the body is asleep, the 
soul ascends on high, and records whatever sin and transgression had 
been committed during the day. 

whosoever wishes to borrow. Man makes free use of his share of the 
world’s goods, and adapts it to his wishes. 

their daily round. But man is under supervision, and the manner in 
which lie disposes of God’s bounty is examined. If that bounty has been 
abused, His agents exact penalties, such as calamity and suffering. 

whether he be content or not. “ With his knowledge or without his 
. knowledge i.e. whether he is conscious or not that the troubles 
t b I } which befall him are a visitation for his misuse of life. 
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they have that whereon they can rely. The judgment is a judgment of 
truth. Ihe penalty is a just one, determined by the person’s actions. 
“ This affirmation of the absolute justice of God is one of the 
unshakable foundations of the Jewish religion throughout its history.” 
(Herford). 

everything is prepared for the feast. If a man made use of his oppor¬ 
tunities, he is destined to participate in “ Thy goodness which Thou 
hast laid up for them that fear Thee ” (Psalm 31. 20). But even the 
sinner may, after repentance, or retribution at the hands of Heaven, 
join the “ banquet The figure of a banquet for the happiness of the 
righteous in the Hereafter is, of course, pure symbolism ; and the 
details in regard to the feast— e.g. Leviathan—are folk-lore. Rabh 
(160-247), the renowned pupil of Rabbi Judah the Prince, declared, “ In 
the World to come, there is neither eating nor drinking nor marrying; 
no envy, emulation or strife; but the righteous sit, with crowns on 
their heads, and feast on the splendour of the Divine Presence.” 

21. Elazar, the son of Azaryah. He lived from 70 to 135. Succeeded 
Rabban Gamaliel II as the Nasi of the Jabneh Sanhedrin, when the 
latter was deposed. O 11 the restoration of Gamaliel to office, Elazar 
became Av Beth-Din. He came from an ancient family and was a man 
of wealth. He accompanied Joshua ben Chananya and Akiba on their 
mission to Rome. One ol his noble sayings—that has become authorita¬ 
tive in Judaism—is ; “ Only sins against God does the Day of Atone¬ 
ment remove. Sins against man are not forgiven, unless the offended 
party has first been reconciled ”. 


mat* 
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and they have that whereon they can rely in their demand ; 
and the judgment is a judgment of truth ; and everything 
is prepared for the feast. 

21. R. Elazar, the son of Azaryah, said, Where there is 
no Torah, there are no manners ; where there are no man¬ 
ners, there is no Torah : where there is no wisdom, there is 
no fear of God ; where there is no fear of God, there is no 
wisdom : where there is no knowledge, there is no under¬ 
standing ; where there is no understanding, there is no 
.knowledge : where there is no meal, there is no Torah ; 
where there is no Torah, there is no meal. 

22 . He used to say, He whose wisdom exceeds his deeds, 
to what is he like ? To a tree whose branches are many, but 
whose roots are few ; and the wind comes and plucks it up 
and overturns it upon its face; as it is said, And he shall be 
like a lonely juniper tree in the desert, and shall not see 
when good cometh ; but shall inhabit the parched places in 
the wilderness, a salt land and not inhabited. But he whose 


no Torah ... no manners. Derech eretz , here translated “man¬ 
ners ”, means “ practical life Without Religion, such practical life 
is the existence of a heathen or an animal, degraded from its true 
meaning and dignity. 

no manners ... no Torah. Without practical life and in the absence 
of social relationship, religious learning is futile piety, instead of a living, 
beneficent influence. 

no fear of God ... no wisdom. Moral insensibility and religious 
nihilism are in Scripture the marks of the “ fool ”. 

no knowledge . . . no understanding. Without knowledge, the 
faculty of understanding is left with nothing on which to work. 

no understanding . . . no knowledge. Knowledge is the accumulation 
of data, and is sterile without the “ understanding ” which enables it 
to be applied. 

no meal ... no Torah. Unless the body is adequately nourished, 
the brain will not function properly, and study will be ineffective. 

no Torah ... no meal. Man’s duty is to feed his mind and spirit, 
as well as his body. “ Man doth not live by bread alone, but by every 
thing that proceedeth out of the mouth of the Lord doth man live ” 
(Deuteronomy 8. 3). 

22. He whose wisdom exceeds his deeds. R. Elazar takes up the 
saying of R. Chanina ben Dosa(mishna 12), and illustrates it with theaid 
C 63 } of Biblical texts. 
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deeds exceed his wisdom, to what is he like ? To a tree 
whose branches are few, but whose roots are many, so that 
even if all the winds in the world come and blow upon it, it 
cannot be stirred from its place; as it is said, And he shall 
be as a tree planted by the waters ; and that spreadeth out 
its roots by the river, and shall not perceive when heat 
cometh, but his leaf shall be green ; and shall not be troubled 
in the year of drought, neither shall cease from yielding 
fruit. 

23. R. Elazar Chisma said, The laws concerning the 
sacrifices of birds and the purification of women are ordin¬ 
ances of moment ; astronomy and geometry are the after¬ 
courses of wisdom. 

“Rabbi Chananya,” etc., p. 27. 


Chapter IV 
“All Israel," etc., p. 1 3 . 

1. Ben Zoma said, Who is wise ? He who learns from 
all men; as it is said, From all my teachers I have gotten 


astronomy, lit. “ revolutions ” of the heavenly bodies. Astronomical 
knowledge was held in high esteem by the Rabbis. Bar Ivappara, a 
friend of Rabbi Judah the Prince, declared, “ He who knows how to 
compute the course of the sun and the revolution of the planets and 
neglects to do so, of him Scripture says, ‘ They regard not the work of the 
Lord, neither consider the operation of His hands ’ ” (Isaiah 5. 12). 

geometry. The Heb. is a transliteration of the Greek word from 
which geometry is derived. Here it means mathematics in general. 
“ Gematria ” also denotes an arithmetical method of exegesis, in which 
the numerical values of the Hebrew letters in a word are taken into 
account. Thus, “ Satan has no power on the Day of Atonement, because 
the numerical value of the letters in prn is only 364 ”. 

after-courses of wisdom. Important as these studies are, it is the 
Torah which is the beginning and the foundation of Jewish education. 
They arc the auxiliaries to Wisdom, which is Torah. 

Chapter IV. 

Sayings of Younger Contemporaries of Rabbi Akiba. 

1. Ben Zoma. Simeon ben Zoma, a disciple of R. Joshua ben Chan¬ 
anya. He—together with Ben Azzai, Elisha ben Abuya and Akiba— 
{ 65 } was attracted by the theosophic speculation of the Gnostics concerning 
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the nature of the Godhead, the process of Creation and the mystery of 
Evil. Many lost their way in that jungle of heretical thinking. Ben 
Zoma and Ben Azzai died young, in consequence of their assiduous 
devotion to those studies ; Elisha ben Abuya became estranged from 
Judaism ; and Akiba alone emerged in peace, to become a giant of 
religious loyalty and leadership in the annals of Judaism. Ben Zoma’s 
four questions and answers, sublime in their simplicity, are among 
the most noteworthy gnomic sayings in religious literature. 

he who learns from all men. The wise man has an open mind, and is 
willing to learn from anybody. The proof-texts seem to be later editorial 
additions. 

he zvho subdues his passions, lit. “ his yetzer ”, his evil inclination ; 
see on u, 1G, also p. 25. Self-conquest is the highest form of strength. 
The story of Samson, who is strong physically but weak morally, and 
suffers shipwreck through following “ the desire of the eyes ”, is the 
type of deep tragedy. 

Another noble definition of “ mighty- 7 ’ given by the Rabbis is, “ he 
who turns his enemy into a friend ”. 

he who rejoices in his portion. The Heb. idiom for “ he who is con¬ 
tent ”. The words may also be rendered, “ he who is happy in his 
portion ”. Only where there is happiness in one’s life-work is the greatest 
good achieved for self as for others. Rabbi Elimelech, one of the 
Chassidic teachers, declared : “ Whatever a man’s occupation, the 

wares in which he deals, or the work he performs ; so long as he respects 
his wares, honours his calling and is happy in his work—they will be a 
source of sanctification to him, and of usefulness to his fellow-men ”. 

he who respects his fellow-men. lit. “ his fellow-creatures (beriyyoth)”, 
see on i, 12. This is one of the world’s great sayings: it is the key to all 
worthy living and beneficent influence in one’s human circle. Like 
his colleague Ben Azzai, Ben Zoma preached the Brotherhood of man. 
And he did this by emphasizing the interdependence of men : “ not a 
mouthful did Adam taste before he ploughed and sowed, cut and bound 
the sheaves, threshed and winnowed the grain, ground and sifted the 
flour, kneaded the dough and baked it into bread ; but I get up in the 
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understanding. Who is mighty ? He who subdues his 
passions; as it is said, He that is slow to anger is better than 
the mighty, and he that ruleth over his spirit than he that 
taketh a city. Who is rich ? He who rejoices in his portion ; 
as it is said, When thou eatest the labour of thine hands, 
happy art thou, and it shall be well with thee : happy art 
thou—in this world; and it shall be well with thee—in the 
world to come. Who is worthy of honour ? He who respects 
his fellow-men ; as it is said, For them that honour me I will 
honour, and they that despise me shall be held in contempt. 

2 . Ben Azzai said, Run to do even a slight precept, and 
flee from transgression ; for one good deed draws another 


morning, and find all this ready before me The web of the social 
organism was to him more than a mark of civilization ; it was the basis 
of practical religion, of the ethical requirement to honour our fellow- 
creatures. 

2. Ben Azzai. Simeon ben Azzai; according to one tradition, he was 
martyred with Rabbi Akiba by the Romans in the year 135. Extra¬ 
ordinary assiduity and piety rendered him an outstanding character 
among the scholars that gathered round Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai 
at Yavneh. His name ought to be known to every student of Religion. 
He is the author of the great saying, The reward of virtue is virtue , and 
the wages of sin is sin ; i.e. one good deed leads to another good deed, 
and the greatest punishment of evil-doing is that it leads to further 
evil-doing. He was a renowned exegete, and it was due to his decisive 
voice that the books of Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs were included in 
the canon of Scripture (Yadayim iii, 5). His was a new conception of 
the Golden Rule. When Rabbi Akiba, in the spirit of Hillel, declared 
“Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself 5 ’ (Leviticus 19. 18) to be 
the great principle in Religion, Ben Azzai maintained that even of more 
fundamental importance was the opening verse of the fifth chapter of 
Genesis—“ This is the book of the generations of man ... in the 
image of God made He him ”. For it taught first, the unity of man¬ 
kind, not merely as members of one race or one people, but as created 
in the image of God ; and, secondly, it proclaimed, because of its God¬ 
likeness, the infinite worth of each and every human soul. 

run. Show eagerness to perform even a “ slight precept ”, the same 
term as in n, 1 ; but the reason here given is quite different. The 
performance of even a slight duty renders easier the performance of the 
next, possibly heavier, duty. 

good deed. Ileb. mitzvah , commandment; in later Hebrew, any 
good deed is so termed. 

flee from transgression. As one should run to a good deed, so he 
should run from a transgression, and remove himself from temptation ; 
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good deed in its train, and one sin, another sin ; for the 
reward of a good deed is a good deed, and the wages of sin 
is sin. 

3. He used to say, Despise not any man, and carp not 
at any thing ; for there is not a man that has not his hour, 
and there is not a thing that has not its place. 

4. R. Levitas, of Yavneh, said, Be exceedingly lowly of 
spirit, since the hope of man is but the worm. 

5. R. Yochanan, the son of Berokah, said, Whosoever 
profanes the Name of Heaven in secret, will suffer the 
penalty for it in public ; and this, whether the Heavenly 
Name be profaned in ignorance or in wilfulness. 

6. R. Ishmael, his son, said, He who learns in order to 


carp not at anything. This is part of the folk-wisdom of the peoples ; 
e.g. the prince who carps at cobwebs, and in the end is saved by such 
cobweb when hiding in the hollow of a tree from his mortal enemies. 
This is told of David when fleeing from Saul, many centuries before 
Robert Bruce became the hero of a similar legend. 

his hour . . . place. Every person or object is sure at some time 
and in some circumstances to be reckoned with, either for good or for 
evil (Israelstarn). 

4. Levitas. A contemporary of R. Akiba. Little is known of him. 

exceedingly lowly of spirit. Like mishna 24, in which Samuel the 

Younger took two verses from Proverbs as his motto, Rabbi Levitas’ 
warning seems to be a quotation from Ecclesiasticus 7. 17. “ Humble 
altogether thy pride, for man’s expectation is worms ”. Though not 
included in the canon, that book (in Hebrew, “ The Wisdom of Joshua 
ben Sira ”) is several times quoted in Rabbinical literature as if it were 
Scripture. 

5. Yochanan , the son of Berokah. A disciple of R. Joshua ben 
Chananya. 

profanes the name of Heaven. See on i, 11. 

in secret. He secretly commits a crime that tarnishes the honour of 
his Faith and the good name of Israel. Sooner or later, his deed will be 
exposed, and his true character revealed to the men w hose esteem he is 
anxious to possess. 

in ignorance or in wilfulness. Profanation of the Name remains an 
unforgivable sin, whether the act is unintentional or due to malignity. 
But the degree of punishment w r ill not be the same, since one is 
immeasurably more culpable than the other. 

6. Ishmael , his son. Lived in the latter half of the second century. 
In his opinion, learning alone is of little value, unless it leads to teaching, 
and above all else to practice. 

he who learns. The Jew’ is the eternal learner, who is daily to extend 


-bp -rpibn'i •nab 1 ? 1 ' Tiabb i"rp D'lP'Etpa nabb rpa 
•tiatpb labb 1 ! Tinbb iT',3 O'p'spn nibpb rpa 
-man";a tirhprrbN * aai« pita 'pa (t) : niitfpbi 
map nbprrbw'i C'p'pn 'p-iipp qppp tpprrbN') 
• aaiN bbn rnn tj?'} * np-aEpib nbpp ^bi ; np-b'pqnb 
'Ippa runsn-bp mab sn ♦ pjbq spnp tp'pm'NTj 
-bp • aais 'Di' 'pa (n) : pban-ja i"n bai: m x in 
bbnan-bpi * nirpn-bp appa ioaa nainrrriH appan 
bwpap' 'pa. (d) : ninpn-bp bbna iasia pfainrrrw 


his knowledge of Torah, the guide to conduct; his mastery of Hebrew, 
the language of Religion; and his understanding of the everlasting 
truths enshrined in Israel’s Scriptures. 

in order to teach. The most sacred task of every Jew is to teach the 
high and holy truths of Judaism to those who are under his influence. 

Heaven will grant him the opportunity, i.e. he is given adequate 
powers. 

in order to practise. The true ultimate purpose of all study ; i, 17. 

to observe. The Heb. term is often used in connection with negative 
commandments. It may also be translated, “to defend”. He will 
share in the defence of Judaism against enemies whether from within 
or without; n, 19. 

and to practise. Which is the fruit of learning, and the test of the 
sincerity of the learner. “ Whosoever learns Torah and does not prac¬ 
tise it, it were better for him never to have been born ” (Midrash). 

7. Zadok. Yochanan ben Zakkai successfully interceded for his life 
with the Romans before the fall of Jerusalem. 

separate not thyself. A verbal repetition of Hillel’s saying (n, 5); 
and the next clause is also a repetition of Judah ben Tabbai’s saying 
(i, 8). Some texts omit both, but the remainder of the paragraph is 
also based on a quotation. These sayings of the eminent Sages who had 
preceded him, appealed to R. Zadok so strongly that he took them as 
his motto. 

crown. The object of study must not be the desire to receive the 
deference accorded to scholars. Rabbi Tarfon passing through a garden, 
ate some figs that had been left behind. The custodians of the garden 
came up and beat him. When he called out who he was, they let him 
go. All his days he grieved over this : “ Woe is me, for I have used the 
crown of the Torah for my own benefit 
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teach, Heaven will grant him the opportunity both to learn 
and to teach ; but he who learns in order to practise, 
Heaven will grant him the opportunity to learn and to 
teach, to observe and to practise. 

7. R. Zadok said, Separate not thyself from the con¬ 
gregation ; (in the judge's office) act on the counsel's part ; 
make not of the Torah a crown wherewith to aggrandize 
thyself, nor a spade wherewith to dig. So also used Hillel 
to say, He who makes a worldly use of the crown of the 
Torah shall pass away. Hence thou mayest infer, that 
whosoever derives a profit for himself from the words of the 
Torah is helping on his own destruction. 

8. R. Jose said, Whoso honours the Torah will himself 
be honoured by mankind, but whoso dishonours the Torah 
will himself be dishonoured by mankind. 

9. R. Ishmael, his son, said, He who shuns the judicial 


nor a spade wherewith to dig. Nor may study of the Torah be turned 
into a means of support. Neither the Prophets nor the Rabbis accepted 
payment for their instruction. It was only with the rise of new economic 
conditions towards the close of the Middle Ages, that Jewish teachers 
could no longer maintain the old rule of free teaching. Simon ben 
Zemach Duran (1361-1444)—physician, rabbinical authority and 
philosopher—was the first rabbi to accept a salary from his congregation 
in Algiers. In explaining this mishna in his commentary on Aboth, he 
relates that he had lost all his possessions in the pogrom at Majorca; 
that in a Moorish environment he could not derive subsistence from his 
medical skill; and that a return to European lands was impossible 
for him, as he was in danger of his life at the hands of the Inquisition. 

so also used Hillel to say. See 1 , 13. 

is helping on his own destruction, lit. “ removes his life from the 
world ”. The Torah is a “ tree of life ” only to them who lay hold of it 
from love, not to those who pursue their self-interest by its means. 

8. Jose. Son of Chalafta. One of the most distinguished of R. Akiba’s 
disciples. 

honours the Torah. He reveres the Teaching revealed therein, and 
accepts it as a guide of life. Such a one—R. Jose maintains—will com¬ 
mand the esteem of fellow-Jews and all fellow-men who respect the 
consecrated life. 

whoso dishonours the Torah. By violating its teachings, his standard 
of life will become debased, and men will despise him. 

~ 9. Ishmael , his son. Lived in the latter half of the second century 

b 7 1 J of the Christian era. 
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office rids himself of hatred, robbery and vain swearing ; 
but he who presumptuously lays down decisions is foolish, 
wicked and of an arrogant spirit. 

io. He used to say, Judge not alone, for none may judge 
alone save One ; neither say (to thy judicial colleagues), 
Accept my view, for the choice is theirs (to concur) ; and it 
is not for thee (to compel concurrence). 

n. R. Jonathan said, Whoso fulfils the Torah in the 
midst of poverty, shall in the end fulfil it in the midst of 
wealth ; and whoso neglects the Torah in the midst of 
wealth, shall in the end neglect it in the midst of poverty. 

12. R. Meir said, Lessen thy toil for worldly goods, and 
be busy in the Torah ; be humble of spirit before all men ; 
if thou neglectest the Torah, many causes for neglecting it 
will present themselves to thee, but if thou labourest in the 
Torah, He has abundant recompense to give thee. 


blessed be He, says of him, ‘ I and he cannot dwell in the world to¬ 
gether ’ ” (Talmud). 

10. judge not alone. As pointed out on m, 7, at least three judges 
were required to try a case. Jewish Law, however, allowed a suit in¬ 
volving property to be adjudicated by only one, if he was a judicial 
expert; but this practice is not recommended by R. Ishmael, because 
the responsibility is too heavy. 

One. God. 

for the choice is theirs. The two judges have the right to express their 
opinion, and the third judge must follow the majority. 

11. Jonathan. His father’s name was Joseph, and he was a disciple 
of R. Akiba and R. Ishmael ben Elisha. 

in the midst of wealth. He neglects his religious duties to devote 
himself to the care of his possessions. Even in poverty, such a one will 
find no time for Torah. In either of the two cases mentioned, what is 
begun in youth is not likely to be altered in age. 

12. Meir. The most famous of R. Akiba’s disciples ; see on vi, 1. 

lessen thy toil for worldly goods. Cf. Hillel’s saying in n, 6. 

humble of spirit. It is remarkable how often the virtue of humility 

is advocated in Aboth. It is characteristic of Rabbinic teaching. 

if thou neglectest. As soon as a person has broken the regular routine 
of study, he will find many pretexts for further neglect. “ Forsake the 
Torah a single day, and it will forsake thee two days ” (Talmud). 

I 73 j abundant recompense. Cf. u, 19, 21. 
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IV 

13-16 

Sayings 
of the 
Fathers 


13. R. Eliezer, the son of Jacob, said, He who does one 
good deed has gotten himself one advocate; and he who 
commits one transgression has gotten himself one accuser. 
Repentance and deeds of charity are as a shield against 
punishment. 

14. R. Yochanan, the sandal maker, said, Every assembly 
which is in the name of Heaven will in the end be estab¬ 
lished, but that which is not in the name of Heaven will 
not in the end be established. 

15. R. Elazar, the son of Shammua, said, Let the honour 
of thy disciple be as dear to thee as thine own, and the 
honour of thine associate be like the reverence for thy 
master, and the reverence for thy master like the fear of 
Heaven. 

16. R. Judah said, Be cautious in teaching, for an error 
in teaching may amount to presumptuous sin. 
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taught that so long as the effort was made “ in the name of Heaven ”, 
the results would be enduring. God does not allow wholly to fail what 
is done for His sake. 

15 . Elazar , the son of Shammua. Disciple of R. Akiba and colleague 
of R. Meir. 

honour of thy disciple. The duty of respect from the pupil to the 
master occurs several times in Aboth ; here the teacher is bidden 
equally to esteem his disciple who is devoting himself to study. 

associate, i.e. colleague. 

reverence for thy master like the fear of Heaven. A much misunder¬ 
stood clause* It does not mean that the teacher is made equal to God. 
It means, “that there was a reverence due to the teacher of Torah (by 
reason of the sacredness of the Torah) and a reverence due to God, the 
Giver of the Torah ; and that to pay that reverence was an equal 
obligation in each case ” (Herford). 

16 . Judah. The son of Ilai; a disciple of R. Akiba and a teacher 
of great distinction. 

presumptuous sin. Although the teacher may have erred unin¬ 
tentionally, the effect may be so serious in spreading false doctrine, 
that his guilt is equal to the commission of an intentional sin. To cause 
others to do wrong, the Rabbis emphasized, was much worse than himself 
to do wrong. 
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IV 

17-21 

Sayings 
of the 
Fathers 


17. R. Simeon said, There are three crowns : the crown 
of learning, the crown of priesthood, and the crown of 
royalty ; but the crown of a good name excels them all. 

18. R. Nehorai said, Wander forth to a home of the 
Torah—and say not that the Torah will come after Thee— 
for there thy associates will establish thee in the possession 
of it ; and lean not upon thine own understanding. 

19. R. Yannai' said, It is not in our power to explain 
either the prosperity of the wicked or the afflictions of the 
righteous. 

20. R. Mattithya, the son of Cheresh, said, Be beforehand 
in the salutation of peace to all men ; and be rather a tail 
to lions than a head to foxes. 

21. R. Jacob said, This world is like an ante-chamber 
to the world to come ; prepare thyself in the ante-chamber, 
that thou mayest enter into the hall. 


Your own unguided mind may lead to error, heresy, apostasy. The 
words, “ lean not upon thine understanding ”, are a quotation from 
Proverbs 3. 5. 

19. Yannai. His identity is uncertain. He may be the father of 
R. Dostai in in, 10 : if so, he was a contemporary of R. Meir. 

it is not in our power to explain. Man can answer neither the question, 
Why do the wicked llourish ? nor, Why do the righteous suffer? 
“ This saying may be an explanatory comment on the words from 
Proverbs with which the last mishna closes” (Hoffmann). It might also 
be translated, “ There is not in our hands the security of the wicked, 
nor the chastisements of the righteous ”. This would then describe the 
political status of the Jews in the days of the author : neither hopelessly 
bad nor wholly good (Graetz). 

20. Mattithya , the son of Cheresh. A disciple of R. Eliezer, who 
lied from the Holy Land after the defeat of Bar Coehba, an& lived in 
Rome. 

beforehand in the salutation. A counsel of prudence, especially to 
a Jew in an unfriendly environment. 

be rather a tail to lions. Evidently formulated in opposition to a 
proverb current both in Rome and Palestine: “ Better be a head of 
foxes, than a tail among lions ”. 

21. Jacob. See nr, 9. 

prepare thyself. For life in the Hereafter, bv good actions and re¬ 
pentance for misdeeds. “ Prepare to meet thv God, O Israel ” (Amos 
L 12). 

£ 77 } the hall. The Heb. is a transliteration of a Greek word for a dining 
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IV 

22-25 

Sayings 
of the 
Fathers 


22. He used to say, Better is one hour of repentance and 
good deeds in this world than the whole life of the world to 
come ; yet better is one hour of blissfulness of spirit in the 
world to come than the whole life of this world. 

23. R. Simeon, the son of Elazar, said, Do not appease 
thy fellow in the hour of his anger, and comfort him not in 
the hour when his dead lies before him, and question him 
not in the hour of his vow, and strive not to see him in the 
hour of his disgrace. 

24. Samuel the Younger used to quote, Rejoice not when 
thine enemy falleth, and let not thine heart be glad when he 
stumbleth : lest the Lord see it and it displease him, and 
he turn away his wrath from him [unto thee]. 

25. Elisha, the son of Abuya, said, If one learns as a 


when his dead' lies before him. His grief is then so poignant that 
silence is the greatest kindness. According to Jewish custom, condoling 
with the mourner begins after the burial. 

in the hour of his vow. A man makes a vow under the stress of 
emotion ; and, if he is questioned on its extent at the time it is made, 
he may only commit himself more deeply. 

in the hour of his disgrace. Do not force yourself upon him in the 
hour of his humiliation. 

24. Samuel the Younger. He lived in the first century, at Jabneh. 
He is the author of the Twelfth Benediction (“ against heretics ”) in 
the Amidah; see p. 143. 

used to quote, lit. “says ”, but his saying consists only of two Biblical 
verses (Proverbs 24. 17, 18). Among the sins solemnly repudiated in 
Job 31. 29 (“If I rejoiced at the destruction of him that hated me, 
or exulted when evil found him”) is joy at the misfortune of an 
enemy. Like Job, Samuel the Younger ranks rejoicing over your 
enemy’s woes as a grave sin. Some commentators connect Samuel’s 
favourite verses with the last mishna. To force your presence upon a 
person in the hour of his disgrace, is like gloating over his misfortune. 
Others take his citation as a warning to the Jews, when they rejoiced 
over a set-back to their enemies during the revolt against Rome 
(I. H. Weiss). 

25. Elisha, the son of Abuya. The Faust of Talmudic literature. 
Despite his learning, he broke away from Judaism, and became “Acher”, 
i.e. another man. Rabbi Meir, his one time disciple, remained his friend 
throughout life. It was probably due to this friendship that Elisha’s 
words were admitted into Aboth. Indeed, it is missing in some Prayer 
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IY 

26-29 

Sayings 
of the 
Fathers 


child, what is it like ? Like ink written on clean paper. If 
one learns as an old man, what is it like ? Like ink written 
on blotted paper. 

26. R. Jose, the son of Judah, of Kephar Babli, said, 
He who learns from the young, to what is he like ? To one 
who eats unripe grapes, or drinks wine from the vat. And 
he who learns from the old, to what is he like ? To one who 
eats ripe grapes, or drinks old wine. 

27. R. Meir said. Look not at the flask, but at what it 
contains : there may be a new flask full of old wine, and an 
old flask that has not even new wine in it. 

28. R. Elazar Ha-kappar said, Envy, desire and ambi¬ 
tion drive a man out of the world. 

29. He used to say, They that are born are destined to 
die ; and the dead to be brought to life again ; and the 
living to be judged, to know, to make known, and to be 
made conscious that he is God, he the Maker, he the Creator, 


28. Elazar Ha-kappar. An associate of R. Judah the Prince. “Kap- 
par ” may mean, “ the man from Cyprus ”. 

envy.. This is distinct from emulation, which increases skill and 
wisdom. 

desire. Unbridled hankering after pleasure. 

ambition, lit. “ lust of honour ”. Three anti-social qualities arc 
enumerated which are a hindrance to harmonious relations with our 
fellow-men ; cf. n, 16. 

drive a man . . . world. “ They break the ties which should unite 
a man to his fellow-man ; and, whether or not they lead to physical 
death, they destroy his higher life as a moral being, made in the like¬ 
ness of God ” (Hcrford). 

29. A meditation on Human Destiny and the Judgment Day. 

the dead to be brought to life again. The clear teaching of the Rabbis, 
in opposition to contemporary schools of thought that denied the 
Resurrection. It was their firm conviction that “if what never before 
existed, exists; why cannot that which once existed, exist again ? ” 
See ]). 255. 

and the living, i.e. Those who have been brought to life again. 

to know . . . made conscious, i.e. that one may know from others, 
that 011 c may make others know, and that one may know of himself. 
“ Truths which in this world men arc taught , will in the world to come 
be known without a teacher ” (Taylor). 

L o L j the Maker, lit. “ the Fashioner ”. 
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he the Discerner, he the Judge, he the Witness, he the 
Complainant; he it is that will in future judge, blessed be 
he, with whom there is no unrighteousness, nor forgetful¬ 
ness, nor respect of persons, nor taking of bribes : know 
also that everything is according to the reckoning : and let 
not thy imagination give thee hope that the grave will be a 
place of refuge for thee ; for perforce thou wast formed, 
and perforce thou wast born, and thou livest perforce, and 
perforce thou wilt die, and perforce thou wilt in the future 
have to give account and reckoning before the Supreme 
King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be he. 

" R. Chananya,” etc., p. 27 . 

Chapter V 

“ All Israel,” etc., p. 1 3 . 

i. With ten Sayings the world was created. What does 
this teach us ? Could it not have been created with one 
Saying ? It is to make known the punishment that will 
befall the wicked who destroy the world that was created 


Chapter V. 

Anonymous and Number-sayings. 

The sayings in this chapter are nearly all of them anonymous. In 
form, they consist of a series of groups of ten, seven, four and three 
things. In substance, they touch upon cosmogony, speculation, sacred 
history, and the varieties of men, minds and motives. While the pre¬ 
ceding chapters are predominantly ethical, this chapter is largely 
haggadah, folk-lore. 

1-18. Number-Groups. 

The idea of tabulating things according to number, is found as early 
as, e.g., Isaiah 17. 6, Amos 1. 3 and Proverbs 6. 16. In oral teaching, 
number-schemes are a valuable aid to memory. 

1-9. Groups of ten. 

1. The importance of God’s work of Creation is enhanced by the 
fact that it was created by ten sayings, instead of one single fiat. This 
is evidence—humanly speaking—of continuous and careful planning 
in Creation and its marvels. Great, therefore, is the merit of those who 
by their lives help to maintain the moral nature of that Creation ; and 
terrible is the responsibility of those who would destroy it. 
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with ten Sayings, as well as the goodly reward that will be 
bestowed upon the just who preserve the world that was 
created with ten Sayings. 

2. There were ten generations from Adam to Noah, to 
make known the patience of God, seeing that all those 
generations continued provoking him, until he brought 
upon them the waters of the Flood. 

3. There were ten generations from Noah to Abraham, 
to make known the patience of God, seeing that all those 
generations continued provoking him, until Abraham our 
father came, and received the reward they should all have 
earned. 

4. With ten trials our father Abraham was tried, and he 
stood firm in them all, to make known how great was the 
love of our father Abraham. 

5. Ten miracles were wrought for our fathers in Egypt, 
and ten at the Sea. 

6. Ten plagues did the Holy One, blessed be he, bring 
upon the Egyptians in Egypt, and ten at the Sea. 

7. With ten trials did our fathers try the Holy One, 
blessed be he, in the wilderness; as it is said, And they have 
put me to the proof these ten times, and have not hearkened 
to my voice. 


love. That the Patriarch’s obedience of God was the outcome of his 
love of God is expressly stated in Scripture; cf. “ Abraham My friend ” ; 
lit. 44 who loved Me ” (Isaiah 41. 8). 

5 and 6. Two other Scriptural examples in the ten-group. 

5. ten miracles . . . for our fathers. Each plague which afflicted 
the Egyptians was at the same time a miracle for the Israelites ; e.g. 
when darkness descended upon Egypt, 44 all the children of Israel had 
light in their dwellings ” (Exodus 10. 23). 

6 . ten at the sea. Deduced from the varying phrases in the Song 
of Moses, Exodus 15 ; e.g. 44 the horse and his rider hath He thrown 
into the sea ” ; and 44 Pharaoh’s chariots and his host hath He cast 
into the sea ”. The Passover Haggadah quotes comments of several 
Rabbis who magnified the number considerably. 

As in the mishna preceding, commentators endeavour to find in 
the Biblical text ten instances of miracles and plagues. 

7. trials . . . try. Such as the murmuring, in Exodus 14. 11, the 
making of the Golden Calf, and the report of the Spies. 44 There is a 
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8. Ten miracles were wrought for our fathers in the 
Temple : no woman miscarried from the scent of the holy 
flesh ; the holy flesh never became putrid ; no fly was 
seen in the slaughter house ; no unclean accident ever befell 
the high priest on the Day of Atonement; the rain never 
quenched the fire of the wood-pile on the altar ; neither 
did the wind overcome the column of smoke that arose 
therefrom ; nor was there ever found any disqualifying 
defect in the omer, or in the two loaves (on Pentecost), or 
in the shewbread ; though the people stood closely pressed 
together, they found ample space to prostrate themselves ; 
never did serpent or scorpion injure anyone in Jerusalem ; 
nor did any man ever say to his fellow, The place is too 
narrow for me to lodge over night in Jerusalem. 

9. Ten things were created on the eve of Sabbath in the 


the shewbread. See Leviticus 24. 5f. It was changed each Sabbath, 
and the fresh supply baked before the Holy Day. The stale bread 
would have had to remain a second week, contrary to the law if any¬ 
thing was wrong with the new. 

closely pressed together. On the Festivals and Day of Atonement 
the precincts of the Temple were thronged to their utmost capacity. 

prostrate themselves. On the Day of Atonement, as the High Priest 
pronounced the Divine Name in making the confession of sins. 

serpent or scorpion. Although they were to be found in the city. 
to lodge over night. Even on the Festivals, when every Israelite 
made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, there was sufficient accommodation 
for the multitudes. Josephus gives fabulous figures of those who came 
to celebrate Passover in the Holy City. These last two miracles which, 
as the Talmud points out, relate not to the Temple but to Jerusalem, 
are capable of telling homiletic application, especially in regard to the 
broad tolerance of Israel’s teaching. Thus, neither serpent-bite nor 
scorpion-sting was prevalent in Jerusalem: there have been no Inquisi¬ 
tions in Judaism. Nor has any man reason to say, “Judaism is too 
narrow for me to find spiritual lodgment therein ”. 

9. “ All phenomena that seemed to partake at once of the natural 
and the supernatural, were conceived as having had their origin in the 
interval between the close of the work of Creation and the commence¬ 
ment of the Sabbath ” (Singer). In this way, the Rabbis gave expression 
to their conception of the miraculous in the scheme of things. Miracles, 
they held, were not interruptions of Nature’s laws : at Creation, God had 
provided for them in advance, as part of the cosmic plan. “ The 
Fathers of the Mishna, who taught that Balaam’s ass was created in 
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the eve of the Sabbath, in the twilight, were not fantastic fools, but 
subtle philosophers, discovering the reign of universal law through the 
exceptions, the miracles that had to be created specially and were 
still a part of the order of the world, bound to appear in due time much 
as apparently erratic comets are ” (Zangwill). 

eve of the Sabbath. At the end of the sixth day of Creation. 
mouth of the earth. Which engulfed Korah and his associates; 
Numbers 16. 32. 

mouth of the well. Tradition relates that this well, named after 
Miriam, accompanied the Israelites in the journey through the wilder¬ 
ness; Numbers 21. 16. 

mouth of the ass. Which spoke to Balaam; Numbers 22. 28. See 
“ Balaam and the Ass ”, Numbers , 237 (Soncino, 671). 

the rainbow. See Genesis 9. 13f. According to the Rabbis, the 
rainbow existed since the very dawn of Creation. The rainbow—that 
everlasting symbol of Hope—was thus created contemporaneously 
with the appearance of man. Hope springs eternal in the human 
breast, and is an essential part of human nature. Man enters the world 
with hope ; he bears up against all toils and sorrows through hope ; 
and when his days on earth are nearing their end, he plants Hope on 
the grave. Every item in this wonderful mishna is a spiritual hiero¬ 
glyph ; see 44 Man’s Spiritual Equipment ” in Hertz, Sermons i, 170f. 
the manna. See Exodus 16. 14f. 

the rod. Wherewith Moses performed God’s signs in Egypt; 
Exodus 4. 17. According to legend, it belonged to Adam, and was 
handed down through the generations to Moses. 

the Shamir. The Altar had to be built of rough and unhewn stones ; 
no sword or iron—symbols of violence and discord—could be lifted up 
in connection with the Altar which stood for peace, unity, and recon¬ 
ciliation. As no hammer or axe was used, how were the stones fitted 
together ? the people asked. And Jewish folk-belief answered by telling 
that Solomon in his wisdom came into possession of a wonderful worm, 
one of the marvels of creation, the Shamir, which when placed upon 
even the hardest stones would instantly cleave them as desired, and all 
as easily and noiselessly as the leaves of a book open. Many were the 
miraculous deeds—legend tells—that were performed by its help, till, 
with the destruction of the Temple, the Shamir disappeared from earth. 

the writing on the tables. Of the Decalogue delivered by God 
to Moses, which are described as 41 written on both their sides ” 
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twilight: the mouth of the earth ; the mouth of the well; 
the mouth of the ass ; the rainbow ; the manna ; the rod 
of Moses ; the Shamir ; the writing on the tables ; the 
instrument of writing, and the tables of stone : some say, 
the destroying spirits also, and the sepulchre of Moses, and 
the ram of Abraham our father ; and others say, tongs also 
made with tongs. 


(Exodus 32. 15). Traditionally, the letters were cut through the stone, 
so that the words were legible on both sides ; and letters thus cut would 
have fallen out but were held in place in a miraculous manner. 

instrument of writing. Engraving tool. 

tables of stone. “ The tables were the work of God ” (Exodus 32. 16) 
i.e. miraculously made. This was one way of teaching the pre-existence 
and eternal validity of the Decalogue. 

destroying spirits. Demons figure in Rabbinic folk-lore, and 
belief in their reality was widespread; but, as here, they are held 
to be absolutely the creatures of God; see p. 264. Later Jewish teachers 
—theGaon Samuel ibn Chofni (died 1034), and Abraham ibn Ezra (1104- 
1167)—are among the first in the history of the world to deny the exist¬ 
ence of demons. Not the. least meaning-laden among the things here 
enumerated, is the thought that “ demons ”, e.g. the forces of tempta¬ 
tion and unrest in man, date from the dawn of Creation, and are part 
of the equipment of the human soul from its birth. It is true that, when 
these forces dominate us, they are “ destroying spirits But when 
these instincts are properly controlled, when we rule them , they are the 
driving-forces in life. It is the capacity to fight evil, or to succumb to 
evil, that distinguishes man from the brute. And it is because of evil and 
suffering and temptation, that life is the glorious battlefield it is. We 
are at once the combatants and the combat and the field that is torn 
with strife. But in this struggle we are not left groping in the dark. 
Simultaneously with the destroying passions of man, the “ Tables of 
the Law ” together with “ the Writing on the Tables ” were created. 
As those instincts towards evil are part of the original constitution of 
man, so also are conscience and the holy laws of right and wrong, that 
are to control those instincts. 

sepulchre of Moses. Deuteronomy 34. 6. As no man knows its loca¬ 
tion, it must have been made by God. Its pre-existence teaches, “Moses 
died : who shall not die ? ” 

ram of Abraham. Genesis 22. 13. It was pre-ordained that the ram, 
in connection with the sacrifice of Isaac, be at hand in the thicket at 
that time. In this way, the whole idea of sacrifice and martyrdom 
was conceived as part of the Divine Plan. On the ideal of martyrdom 
in Judaism, see p. 256. 

tongs also made with tongs. This mishna attempts to solve the prob¬ 
lem, Who made the tongs which held the first tongs whilst they were 
being made ? 
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10. There are seven marks of an uncultured, and seven 
of a wise man. The wise man does not speak before him who 
is greater than he in wisdom ; and does not break in upon 
the speech of his fellow ; he is not hasty to answer ; he 
questions according to the subject matter, and answers to 
the point ; he speaks upon the first thing first, and the last 
last ; regarding that which he has not understood he says, 
I do not understand it; and he acknowledges the truth. 
The reverse of all this is to be found in an uncultured man. 

11. Seven kinds of punishment come into the world for 
seven important transgressions. Tf some give their tithes 
and others do not, a dearth ensues from drought, and some 
suffer hunger while others are full. 2 If they all determine to 
give no tithes, a dearth ensues from tumult and drought. 
3 If they resolve not to give the dough-cake, an exterminating 
dearth ensues. 4 Pestilence comes into the world to fulfil 
those death penalties threatened in the Torah, the execution 
of which, however, is not within the function of a human 
tribunal; and for the violation of the law regarding the 


the ivorld. Here it means, as in i, 2, the Jewish People. 
important transgressions. Or, “ categories of transgression *\ 

(a), ( b ) and (c) Dearth : for Withholding of tithes to priest and 
poor. 

dearth ensues from drought. The punishment corresponds to the 
offence. Those who cause priest, widow and the poor to hunger will 
themselves suffer hunger. 

tumult. Of war, which will prevent them from gathering the harvest. 
resolve not to give. i.e. in addition to withholding the tithe. 
dough-cake. Heb. rbn ; if even the women refuse to do their duty 
in holy things, the drought will be complete. Cf. Leviticus 26. 9. It 
was the special obligation of woman to carry out the precept in Numbers 
15. 20. For its observance at the present day, see Numbers , 153 
(Soncino, 632). 

(d) Pestilence: for Failure to punish crime and Callousness towards 
the poor. 

death penalties. They were crimes to be punished by “ death 
at the hands of Heaven ”, and were to be expiated by means of such 
pestilence. Or, the guilty were not discovered and, if discovered, 
could not be punished for technical reasons. 
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seventh year. Commanded to be observed as a Sabbath-year of the 
field (Leviticus 25. 1-7). No agricultural work was to be undertaken. 
What the soil produced had to be eaten by the owner’s household, or 
by the poor, but it was not to be bartered ; Leviticm, 266 (Soncino, 531). 
Callousness towards the poor is deemed as grievous a moral calamity as 
failure to punish capital offenders; see next mishna. 

(e) The Sword : for Delay ar\d Perversion of Justice. 

delay of justice. More than the proverbial “ law’s delay ” ; undue 
postponement of a judicial decision. 

‘perversion of justice. Condemning the innocent, and freeing the 
guilty—an infamy denounced by the Prophets as the cardinal sin in 
any human society. 

interpret the Torah . . . sense. Forbidding what is permitted, and 
permitting what is forbidden. 

If justice is the foundation of a nation and of its friendly relations 
with other nations, then the breakdown of the machinery of justice 
or its perversion, necessarily leads sooner or later to armed conflict with 
other peoples. Since the days of Amo$>, it was the repeated warning of 
Prophecy that the sword is the Divine punishment for injustice (Beer). 

(/) Wild Beasts: for Perjury and Chillul Hashem. 

The nation’s disintegration becomes greater, as the crimes become 
more unpardonable. In time of warfare, when the land is desolated, wild 
beasts multiply. Throughout the Biblical period, the country was at 
no time so settled that the jungle lay beyond the range of ordinary 
experience ; so much so, that the promise of the wild beasts being 
tamed was one of the elements in the Messianic age. W ild beasts must 
have increased after the devastations of the land under Titus and 
Hadrian. 
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fruits of the seventh year. 5 The sword comes into the 
world for the delay of justice, and for the perversion of 
justice, and on account of the offence of those who interpret 
the Torah not according to its true sense. 6 Wild beasts come 
into the world for perjury, and for the profanation of the 
Divine Name. 7 Captivity comes into the world on account 
of idolatry, immorality, bloodshed, and the neglect of the 
year of rest for the soil. 

12. At four periods pestilence grows apace : in the fourth 
year, in the seventh, at the conclusion of the seventh year, 
and at the conclusion of the Feast of Tabernacles in each 
year : in the fourth year, for default of giving the tithe to 
the poor in the third year ; in the seventh year, for default 
of giving the tithe to the poor in the sixth year ; at the 
conclusion of the seventh year, for the violation of the law 
regarding the fruits of the seventh year, and at the con¬ 
clusion of the Feast of Tabernacles in each year, for robbing 
the poor of the grants legally assigned to them. 


profanation of the Name. Homiletically, this saying contains a 
grave warning : Wherever Jews treat the Oath of Sinai as a vain 
oath ; that is, wherever Jews are guilty of conduct unworthy of their 
Faith, there the wild beast in man—blind prejudice and causeless 
hatred—is unchained against Israel. 

(g) Exile and captivity : For Idolatry, Immorality and Bloodshed. 

These crimes bring with them the crowning catastrophe. The total 
uprooting of the nation by transportation to a distant foreign land. 
Each of these three sins the Jew is forbidden to commit, even if threat¬ 
ened with death for his refusal. 

year of rest for the soil. The Sabbatical year when the earth lies 
fallow ; see Leviticus 25 . 3 f. 

12-18. Seven four-groups of Sayings. 

12. pestilence. This paragraph amplifies what had been stated in 
the preceding mishna : “ Pestilence comes into the world . . . for the 
violation of the law regarding the fruits of the seventh year ”. 

robbing the poor. The Torah prescribed that the poor were to receive 
the gleanings, the corners of the field, and forgotten sheaves (Leviticus 
19 . 9 , Deuteronomy 24 . 19 ). The Feast of Tabernacles was harvesting 
time. It was then that most of these offences were committed ; there¬ 
fore, punishment was experienced at that period of the year. 
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13. There are four characters among men : he who 
says, What is mine is mine and what is thine is thine, his is 
a neutral character (some say, this is a character like that 
of Sodom) ; he who says, What is mine is thine and what is 
thine is mine, is a boor ; he who says, What is mine is thine 
and what is thine is thine, is a saint ; he who says, What is 
thine is mine and what is mine is mine, is a wicked man. 

14. There are four kinds of tempers : he whom it is 
easy to provoke and easy to pacify, his loss disappears in 
his gain ; he whom it is hard to provoke and hard to pacify, 
his gain disappears in his loss ; he whom it is hard to provoke 
and easy'to pacify is a saint; he whom it is easy to provoke 
and hard to pacify is a wicked man. 

15. There are four qualities in disciples : he who quickly 
understands and quickly forgets, his gain disappears in his 
loss ; he who understands with difficulty and forgets with 
difficulty, his loss disappears in his gain ; he who under¬ 
stands quickly and forgets with difficulty, his is a good 
portion ; he who understands with difficulty and forgets 
quickly, his is an evil portion. 

16. As to almsgiving there are four dispositions : he 
who desires to give, but that others should not give, his eye 
is evil towards what appertains to others ; he who desires 
that others should give, but will not give himself, his eye is 


saint. He asks nothing of others, and is ready to give what he has 
to help the poor. 

wicked man. His temperament is that of a robber. 

14. Four different dispositions. 

saint. It should be noted that he is “ hard ”, not impossible , “ to 
provoke Even the best men occasionally give way to anger; and 
always to indignation at an outrage against decency and right. 

15. Four types of students. As no ethical principle is involved, the 
terms “ saint ” and “ wicked ” are not used in this estimate of the 
intellectual qualities of the student. 

16. Four kinds of almsgivers. 

roc 1 e V e is ev il- Cf. 11 , 14. He does not like to see others gain merit 

VsJ i and blessing by their charitable acts. 
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evil against what is his own; he who gives and wishes 
others to give, is a saint ; he who will not give and does not 
wish others to give, is a wicked man. 

17. There are four characters suggested by those who 
attend the house of study : he who goes and does not 
practise, secures the reward for going ; he who practises but 
does not go, secures the reward for practising; he who goes 
and practises, is a saint; he who neither goes nor practises, 
is a wicked man. 

18. There are four qualities among those that sit before 
the wise : they are like a sponge, a funnel, a strainer, or a 
sieve : a sponge, which sucks up everything ; a funnel, 
which lets in at one end and out at the other ; a strainer, 
which lets the wine pass out and retains the lees ; a sieve, 
which lets out the bran and retains the fine flour. 

19. Whenever love depends upon some material cause, 
with the passing away of that cause, the love too passes 
away ; but if it be not dependent upon such a cause, it will 
not pass away for ever. Which love was that which de¬ 
pended upon a material cause ? Such was the love of Amnon 
and Tamar. And that which depended upon no such cause ? 
Such was the love of David and Jonathan. 


lets out the bran . He lets go the worthless and retains the good. Like 
Rabbi Meir, who stated of his relations to Acher (see iv, 25) that he ate 
the fruit of his learning—its Jewish content—and threw away the 
husk. The sieve spoken of, is one which retains the fine flour in a 
receptacle attached to the machine, and is so constructed that the coarse 
grain passes out at the end of the sieve (Taylor). 

19-22. General Moral Reflections. 

19. Two kinds of love. 

material cause. Such love only seeks gratification of self, and passes 
away with the attainment of that gratification. 

Amnon and Tamar. See II Samuel 13. 

David and Jonathan. The most sublime story of disinterested 
friendship, based on unselfish mutual affection. “ The soul of Jonathan 
was knit with the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own 
soul ” (I Samuel 18. 1), although he knew that David stood between 
him and the throne. 
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20. Every controversy that is in the name of Heaven, 
shall in the end lead to a permanent result; but every 
controversy that is not in the name of Heaven, shall not 
lead to a permanent result. Which controversy was that 
which was in the name of Heaven ? Such was the contro¬ 
versy of Hillel and Shammai. And that which was not in 
the name of Heaven ? Such was the controversy of Korah 
and all his company. 

21. Whosoever causes many to be righteous, through 
him no sin shall be brought about; but he who causes 
many to sin, shall not have the means to repent. Moses 
was righteous and made many righteous ; the righteousness 
of the many was laid upon him, as it is said, He executed 
the justice of the Lord, and his judgments with Israel. 
Jeroboam, the son of Nebat, sinned and caused many to 
sin ; the sin of the many was laid upon him, as it is said, 
For the sins of Jeroboam which he sinned, and wherewith 
he made Israel to sin. 

22 . Whosoever has these three attributes, is of the 
disciples of Abraham our father; but whosoever has three 
other attributes, is of the disciples of Balaam the wicked. 
A good eye, a humble mind and a lowly spirit (are the 
tokens) of the disciples of Abraham our father ; an evil eye, 


Jewish teachers alone have had the moral insight to discern, and the 
wisdom to teach, this lesson ” (Herford). 

causes many to sin. The climax in the Confession on the Atone¬ 
ment Day is, we have led astray. 

22 . disciples of Abraham .... Balaam. By the time this mishna 
was composed, the figure of Balaam had come to typify low heathen 
viciousness of thought and action; see Numbers , 228 (Soneino, 668). 
Note that the contrast is not between Abraham and Balaam, but 
between their disciples: a religious system is judged not by its 
founders, but by the lives that th&r followers after them lead. The 
purpose of this mishna seems to stress the fact that selfishness, 
pride and haughtiness are un-Jewish vices. The characterization of the 
followers of Balaam is harsh, but—as a Christian commentator admits— 
so were the attacks on Jews by contemporaries of the author of this 
saying. 
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proud spirit. An ambitious nature. 

what is the difference ? In the fate which is in store for them. 

that love me. Said of Abraham in the Hebrew of Isaiah 41. 8. 

substance. In a spiritual sense of the Hereafter. 

treasuries. The boon of this world. 

Gehinnom. See on 1 , 5. 

blood-thirsty and deceitful men. According to tradition, it was 
Balaam’s sinister counsel that was responsible for the death of 24,000 
(Numbers 25. 9). 

23 - 26 . Close of the Tractate. 

23 . Judah , the son of Tema. It is unknown in which century he lived, 
or who his teacher was. 

bold as a leopard. As this animal is fearless and cannot be turned 
aside from stalking its prey, so the Israelite should permit nothing to 
stand in the way of the carrying out of his Jewish and human duties. 

light as an eagle. This phrase and “ strong as a lion ” are taken 
from II Samuel 1. 23. 
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a haughty mind and a proud spirit (are the signs) of the 
disciples of Balaam the wicked. What is the difference 
between the disciples of Abraham our father and those of 
Balaam the wicked ? The disciples of Abraham our father 
enjoy this world and inherit the world to come ; as it is said, 
That I may cause those that love me to inherit substance, 
and may fill all their treasuries. The disciples of Balaam 
the wicked inherit Gehinnom and descend into the pit of 
destruction; as it is said, But thou, O God, wilt bring them 
down into the pit of destruction : blood-thirsty and 
deceitful men shall not live out half their days ; but I will 
trust in thee. 

23. Judah, the son of Tema, said, Be strong as a leopard, 
light as an eagle, fleet as a hart, and strong as a lion, to do 
the will of thy Father who is in heaven. He used to say, 
The bold-faced are for Gehinnom, the shame-faced for the 
Garden of Eden. (He said further) May it be thy will, O 
Lord our God and God of our fathers, that the Temple be 
speedily rebuilt in our days, and grant our portion in thy 
Torah. 

24. He used to say, At five years the age is reached for 
the study of the Scripture, at ten for the study of the 


fleet as a hart. Cf. “I made haste, and delayed not, to observe 
Thy commandments ” (Psalm 119. 60); see iv, 2. 

thy Father who is in heaven. The term, “ Our Father Who is in 
Heaven ” or “ My Father Who is in Heaven ” is frequent in Rabbinic 
literature ; see p. 32. 

bold-faced. The Heb. expression for “impudent” ; see the prayer 
of It. Judah the Prince, p. 26. 

shamefaced. Those sensitive to public opinion. “ Anyone who has 
a sense of shame will not readily sin ” (Talmud). 

Garden of Eden. The Heb. term for the abode of the righteous in 
the World to come. 

may it be thy will. This prayer, added after the Amidah (p. 156), at 
one time closed Chapter v, and therefore the whole of Aboth. The re¬ 
maining mishnas are later supplements. 

24 . The Ages of man—a favourite theme of all moralists. Leopold 
Low, one of the great Jewish scholars of the nineteenth century, wrote 
£ 101 } a notable book on “The Ages of Man in Jewish Literature”. In this 
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UCa QCCiw cct, 

4 qq s&Ln wtu«: 

t^k atu Qtcu iivacu: (cO eUiis iis Ntau. 

ttl iiCi^N tu kCti liOi'N Lave ktqu CU kaELi ^N d'ikA 
kcaq al usk^a : (cu) £Uec ec Nkau . Oali-Eu IDdli- 
Eiaiaq ^Cckuu EUudiAka ^ku EUEnu EN^k aur Ueu 
Dafli^a al-aj^3>.a El-pErUa 

El-E^uva qUkU EUii^flji.a qeu EUnLEEvQ qE^du El- 

Qkhu EUOapi E^Lu qw^aku EU^acu tdiLu cfi&u 


V Mishna, at thirteen for the fulfilment of the commandments, 
at fifteen for the study of the Talmud, at eighteen for 
marriage, at twenty for seeking a livelihood, at thirty for 
25 26 en ^ er ^ n § into one's full strength, at forty for understanding, 
’ at fifty for counsel, at sixty a man attains old age, at seventy 
Sayings the hoary head, at eighty the gift of special strength, at 
of the ninety he bends beneath the weight of years, at a hundred 
Fathers * s as if he were already dead and had passed away from 
the world. 

25. Ben Bag Bag said, Turn it (the Torah) and turn it 
over again, for everything is in it, and contemplate it, and 
wax grey and old over it, and stir not from it, for thou canst 
have no better rule than this. 

26. Ben Hai Hai said, According to the labour is the 
reward. 

" Rabbi Chananya,” etc., p. 27. 


25 . Ben Bag Bag. His full name was Yochanan ben Bag Bag. The 
latter name is said to indicate that he was a descendant of proselytes 
(jn in is an abbreviation of Ben Ger and Bath Ger, “ son of a proselyte ” 
and “ daughter of a proselyte ”). An ingenious suggestion is that his 
name, and Ben Hai Hai, mentioned in the next mishna, belonged to the 
same man; and that he was the would-be proselyte who aSked Hillel to 
teach him the whole Torah. 

turn it. Study the Torah over and over again, study it from all sides. 

everything is in it. It is a complete guide to life. “ In it, without 
doubt, are history and tale ; proverb and enigma ; correction and 
wisdom ; knowledge and discretion ; poetry and word-play; convic¬ 
tion and counsel : dirge, entreaty, prayer, praise, and every kind 
of supplication ; and all this in a Divine way superior to all the prolix 
benedictions in human books ; to say nothing of containing in its 
depths the Names of the Holy One, blessed is He, and secrets of being 
without end ” (Lev Aboth). 

wax grey and old over it. Do not think, on arriving at old age, that 
its guidance is no longer required. 

stir not from it. Do not deviate from the path of life which it lays 
down ; or, do not leave if for* extraneous studies. 

rule. The Ileb. may also denote “standard, or principle, of conduct 

26 . according to the labour is the reward. A popular proverb which 
is here applied to the Torah. What a man derives from it, is proportionate 
to the devotion he pays it. This and the preceding mishna are in 

[ 103 } Aramaic. 
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“All Israel," etc., p. 13. 

The sages taught the following in the style of the Mishna, 
—Blessed be he that made choice of them and their Mishna. 

i. R. Meir said, Whosoever labours in the Torah for its 
own sake, merits many things ; and not only so, but the 
whole world is indebted to him : he is called friend, beloved, 
a lover of the All-present, a lover of mankind : it clothes 
him in meekness and reverence ; it fits him to become just, 


Like his teacher Akiba, he preached the widest optimism. And God 
saw everything that He had made, and, behold it was very good" 
(Genesis 1. 31). On this R. Meir’s comment was, that even suffering, 
evil, nay, death itself ’ have a rightful and beneficent place in the Divine 
scheme. The following are examples of his maxims and parables.“ Love 
thy friend who admonishes thee, and hate the one who flatters thee". 
“Man comes into the world with closed hands—ready to grasp at the world 
and its possessions. He departs with hands limp and open—he takes 
nothing with him ". Rabbi Meir was the husband of the wise Beruria ; 
see p. 588. He was a scribe by trade, and his life was full of trouble 
and misfortune. He died in his native city in Asia Minor. “ Bury me 
by the sea shore ”, was his last wish, “ that the waves which wash the 
Land of my Fathers, may wash also my bones ” ; see iv, 12 and 27, 
and concluding note to vi, p. 721. 

whosoever labours in the Torah. Study of the Torah is a supreme 
religious duty ; see p. 15. And like every other religious duty, it must 
be pursued “ for its own sake ". 

for its own sake. From disinterested love, lishmoh , not for the sake 
of any profit or honour to be derived from it. The one true motive is 
the love of God. The doctrine of disinterested love of God and His 
Torah holds an important place in Rabbinical ethics, and has been 
called “ the great creation of the Rabbis ". However, knowing human 
nature, they did not discourage doing right even from an imperfect 
motive, because it oftens ends in doing right for its own sake. 
is indebted to him. Or, “ he is deserving of the whole world ”. 
All-present. See on n, 14. 

lover of mankind. The phrase used by Hillel (i, 12). He is no 
cloistered student who flees from his fellow-men, nor is he a cynic. 

meekness. He walks humbly with God ; not ostentatiously, but 
with noiseless acts of love. The insistence on humility distinguishes 
Jewish, from Greek or pagan, ethics. A great Jewish philosopher 
declares, “ Everything heroic in man is insignificant and perishable, and 
all his wisdom and virtue unable to stand the crucial test, unless they 
are the fruits of humility. In this regard there is no exception, neither 
for any man, any people, nor any age ” (Hermann Cohen). 

£105} reverence. Of God. 
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Aq Ajuo puB ‘uisiuiqqB^j Aq poonpo.id .ioiDBiBqo jo 9dAj b—A puiBS 
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0^ SB IpAY SB ‘sq99.l£) 1U9101IB 9l[l 01 JB9ddB SuOJlS B qOUS OpBUl IBqi 
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jBoxqia piiB snoiSipj aqi sb snopgig; *9i9jduio9ui siBaddB Biiqsiui siqi 
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3qi Aq P9AI39U09 sb UBiu I99j.i9d oqi soquosop qoiqAY—Biiqsim siqx 
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*iq) psunoo oqx ,, ‘P • po*) Ag; % pd\Vdadi dw ypxoj, dyt fa spxoss 
•9SJ9A 3qi jo sp.iOAY jsbj 3qi uodn. posBq si siqx 'pidwSpnC $mu.idosip 

'(91 *8 sq.i9AO.ix) u qj.iB9 3qi jo soSpnf 3qi qB U9A9 
‘sojqou piiB 3|ru S90uud (qB.iox) aui Ag^ ,, ‘puiui ui Aj.iBjn9ii.iBd 9ioui sBq 
joqinB 9qi jng 'AiqBuosJod guipuBuiuioo b qjiAY 9uo SAYopu9 qBaox jo 
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qBAOjddB s t po^) uiiq siubo qoiqAY lonpuoo 'd'l ‘ C4 ii.i3ui „ *iq 'dtiuia 


tu i,lu cL!Lh cikU. .ajctfau c£a iuc 6SU duu n^iu tau 
hu qua qttuku Ci^qauu aiq.ui.uu. aidq-cu 
itcq-ua iua au-uYq uf.HU ftuu uiuc bcSCutu CHkduu 
kduadui. 5q Eq-uait^a : (c) hqu Lts iui^ia: cl-qu . 
lukqli Lutu dtkE tHuIi Ltu tacOq fiq.EqEi.ci. kdctqui. 
qu t-u ukuu Ufifiju EafiU a&ck QkQd kicuu aiadcSu 
q>. cckuu . Ukucu qi. czqctu k-dddqu CuAu L.1 kdcq«.a 

iukfi3«u EvCU ktCkUU . aSHCiU q>. fiEU lUkOliU St*. CsCU 

kduuiluk al.uods kdu'uEuk qa*. icku Lidua adck fi ku 
fiuu Ut.HU kCiCfiJLUk qduu Etsi! LldA idlL LaS&l 
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pious, upright and faithful ; it keeps him far from sin, and 
brings him near to virtue : through him the world enjoys 
counsel and sound knowledge, understanding and strength; 
as it is said, Counsel is mine, and sound knowledge ; I 
am understanding ; I have strength : and it gives him 
sovereignty and dominion and discerning judgment : to 
him the secrets of the Torah are revealed ; he is made like 
a never-failing fountain, and like a river that flows on with 
ever-sustained vigour ; he becomes modest, patient, and 
forgiving of insults ; and it magnifies and exalts him above 
all things. 

2. R. Joshua, the son of Levi, said, Every day a 
Bath-kol goes forth from Mount Sinai, proclaiming these 
words, Woe to mankind for contempt of the Torah, for 
whoever does not labour in the Torah is said to be under 
the divine censure; as it is said, As a ring of gold in a 
swine's snout, so is a fair woman who turneth aside from 
discretion : and it says, And the tables were the work of 


2. The Supreme Revelation of God is set at naught by neglect and 
ignorance. Such ignorance is a form of moral bondage. 

Joshua , the son of Levi. A foremost exponent of the Haggadic element 
in Jewish lore, lived in the middle of the third century c.e. 

Bath-kol. A heavenly voice, lit. “daughter of the voice”. This 
was held by many to be a form of Divine announcement to man in the 
later days when Prophecy had ceased. 

Mount Sinai. Heb. “ Mount Horeb ”, the scene of the Revelation 
of the Torah. 

mankind. Heb. heriyyoth , which denotes the whole human race. 
The Gentile world too suffers when the ethical teachings of the Torah 
are flouted. 

contempt of the Torah. Manifested by the neglect of its study and 
practice. 

under the divine censure, lit. “ is called rebuked (nazuf) ”. 

as it is said. The proof-text is used to produce a notarikon (from 
Latin 7 iotarius, “ a shorthand writer ”); i.e. letters are selected to form 
the required word. Thus, zaken (old) is explained to mean zeh shekonoh 
chochmah , i.e. only he can be called old and entitled to all the respect 
due to the aged, who has acquired wisdom —irrespective of his years. 
These word-plays can be fully appreciated only by those familiar with 
£ 107} the Hebrew original and with Rabbinic methods of exegesis. 
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God, and the writing was the writing of God, graven upon 
the tables. Read not charuth (graven) but cheruth (free¬ 
dom), for no man is free but he who labours in the Torah. 
But whosoever labours in the Torah, behold he shall be 
exalted, as it is said, And from Mattanah to Nachaliel, and 
from Nachaliel to Bamoth. 

3. He who learns from his fellow a single chapter, a 
single rule, a single verse, a single expression, or even a 
single letter, ought to pay him honour; for so we find with 
David, King of Israel, who learnt only two things from 
Ahitophel, and yet regarded him as his master, his guide 
and his familiar friend, as it is said, But it was thou, a man, 
mine equal, my guide, and my familiar friend. Now, is it 
not an argument from minor to major ? If David, the King 
of Israel, who learned only two things from Ahitophel, 
regarded him as his master, guide and familiar friend, how 
much more ought one who learns from his fellow a chapter, 
rule, verse, expression, or even a single letter, to pay him 
honour ? And honour is nothing but Torah ; as it is said, 


expression. A Biblical or Mishna saying. 

letter. In the case of a 'word concerning which there is a doubt in 
regard to spelling. 

only tivo things. The word only is puzzling, so is the peculiar argument. 
Commentators differ as to the two things which David learnt from 
Ahitophel, and their explanations are forced. Joseph Jaabez (fifteenth 
century), Midrash Shemuel (sixteenth century) and Chaim Walosin 
(nineteenth century) remarked on the logical incoherence of the 
reasoning. However, by a simple emendation, shne debarirn , “ two 
things ”, become one word, shenidbarim , which yields the meaning, 
“ who only conversed together According to the amended text, the 
reasoning is plain. If David the King showed honour to one of his 
subjects from whom he learnt nothing, but merely conversed with him, 
how much more is it the duty of an ordinary person to show honour 
to an equal from whom he has learnt aught of Torah. Strack, 
Oesterley, and Herford endorse the emendation, and declare that in 
this way all difficulties disappear; see Hertz, Sermons III, p. 261-265. 

and 7tiy familiar friend. The next verse continues ; “ we took sweet 
counsel together” (Psalm 55. i5). 

argument from minor to major. The first of the thirteen exegetical 
I 109} rules of Rabbi Ishmael, p. 42. 
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The wise shall inherit honour ; and the perfect shall inherit 
good. And good is nothing but Torah; as it is said, For I 
give you good doctrine, forsake ye not my Torah. 

4. This is the way that is becoming for the study of the 
Torah : a morsel of bread with salt thou must eat, and water 
by measure thou must drink; thou must sleep upon the 
ground, and live a life of trouble the while thou toilest in 
the Torah. If thou doest thus, Happy shalt thou be, and it 
shall be well with thee; happy shalt thou be—in this w^orld, 
and it shall be well with thee—in the world to come. 

5. Seek not greatness for thyself, and court not honour ; 
let thy deeds exceed thy learning ; and crave not after the 
table of kings ; for thy table is greater than theirs, and thy 
crown is greater than theirs, and thy Employer is faithful 
to pay thee the reward of thy work. 

6. The Torah is greater than the priesthood and than 
royalty, seeing that royalty demands thirty qualifications, 
the priesthood twenty-four, while the Torah is acquired by 
forty-eight. And these are they : l By audible study; by 
distinct pronunciation ; by understanding and discernment 
of the heart ; 5 by awe, reverence, meekness, cheerfulness ; 


6. The Student of Religion. 

demands thirty qualifications. Enumerated in tractate Sanhedrin ; 
while those of the priesthood are deduced from Numbers 18. 8f. 

1 audible study, lit. “ study with hearing of the ear ”. Silent medi¬ 
tation would not leave the same imprint on the memory. 

distinct 'pronunciation. Rehearsing the lessons aloud; the characteris¬ 
tic method of Torah-study among Jews. 

understanding. See on in, 21 ; and on the wider meaning of “heart,” 
11 , 13. 

discernment of the heart. Indicates a mind capable of grasping ideas, 
and drawing fine distinctions. 

r, awe. In the disciple’s attitude towards his master. 
reverence. Of God, on the principle that “ fear (reverence) of the 
Lord is the beginning of wisdom ” ; .Psalm 111. 10. 
meekness. See on vi, 1. 

cheerfulness. In the performance of the commandments— simehah 
i 111 J shel mitzvah. 
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by ministering to the sages, 10 by attaching oneself to col¬ 
leagues, by discussion with pupils ; by sedateness ; by 
knowledge of the Scripture and of the Mishna ; by modera¬ 
tion in business, ,5 in intercourse with the world, in pleasure, 
in sleep, in conversation, in laughter; 20 by patience; 
by a good heart ; by faith in the wise ; by resignation under 
affliction ; by recognising one’s place, 25 rejoicing in one’s 
portion, putting a fence to one’s words, claiming no merit 
for oneself; by being beloved, loving the All-present, 
3u loving mankind, loving just courses, rectitude and reproof; 
by keeping oneself far from honour ; not boasting of one’s 
learning, 35 nor delighting in giving decisions; by bearing the 
yoke with one’s fellow, judging him favourably, and leading 
him to truth and peace; by 40 being composed in one’s study; 


Therefore must affliction be received in resignation; and the true Israelite 
blesses the Name of God for weal and for woe ; see p. 87. 

recognizing one's place. Inducing in him a spirit of humility. Cf. 

iii, 1 ; iv, 4. 

2 ^rejoicing in one's portion. He is happy in his vocation, despite the 
privations of a student’s life. 

putting a fence to one's words. Cf. “Ye sages, be heedful of your 
words ” (i, li). 

claiming no merit for oneself. Cf. n, 9. 

being beloved. His character arouses affection in his fellow men ; 
sec iii, 13. 

loving the All-present. Only by loving the Giver of the Torah can he 
love the Torah itself. 

at> loving mankind. For this and the preceding two phrases, see vi, 1 . 

rectitude. Uprightness. 

and reproof. Derived from Proverbs 9. 8, “ Reprove a wise man, 
and he will love thee ”. 

far from honour. He shuns worldly fame. 

not boasting of one's learning. One of the tests of humility. “ Let 
another man praise thee, and not thine own mouth ” (Proverbs 27. 2). 

3 r 'nor delighting in giving decisions. Cf. iv, 9. 

yoke with one's fellow. He can work with others, and helps his fellow 
in the acquisition of Torah and the performance of its duties. 

judging him favourably, lit. “ in the scale of merit ” ; see i, 6. 

leading him to truth and peace. By helping his colleague to arrive at 
a just decision, not only is truth vindicated but peace is promoted. 

40 com posed in one's teaching. He is calm and deliberate when imparting 
1113] instruction. 
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by asking and answering, hearing and adding thereto; 
learning with the object of teaching, and 45 by learning with 
the object of practising ; by making one’s master wiser, 
fixing attention upon his discourse, and reporting a thing 
in the name of him who said it. So thou hast learnt, Whoso¬ 
ever reports a thing in the name of him that said it brings 
deliverance into the world; as it is said, And Esther told the 
king in the name of Mordecai. 

7. Great is the Torah which gives life to those that 
practise it in this world and in the world to come, as it is 
said, For they are life unto those that find them, and health 
to all their flesh ; and it says, It shall be health to thy navel, 
and marrow to thy bones ; and it says, It is a tree of life to 
them that grasp it, and of them that uphold it every one is 
rendered happy ; and it says, For they shall be a chaplet of 
grace unto thy head, and chains about thy neck ; and it 
says, It shall give to thine head a chaplet of grace; a crown 
of glory it shall deliver to thee ; and it says, For by me thy 
days shall be multiplied, and the years of thy life shall be 
increased ; and it says, Length of days is in its right hand ; 
in its left hand are riches and honour ; and it says, For 
length of days, and years of life, and peace shall they add 
to thee. 


determining influence upon subsequent events; Esther 6. 2f. It led to 
the fall of Hainan, and the salvation of the Jews in Persia. 

This mishna, a continuation of the panegyric in praise of Torah in 
the opening mishna of this chapter, gives in essence the noblest ethical 
ideals of Aboth. Alongside the formal qualifications of the student— 
which shows how serious and sacred a thing was religious study to the 
Rabbis of old—“ magnanimous ” virtues are proclaimed as essential 
qualities, and these are such as are to be desired by all men, whatever 
their creed. Among these qualities are, love of God and man, cheerful¬ 
ness, love of mercy, truthfulness, humility, peacefulness ; in a word, 
“ a good heart” ( 11 , 9). 

7 . A continuation of the theme in the preceding mishna. 
riif 1 . they are life. Referring to the words of wisdom, i.e. Torah. Similarly 

t J in the other quotations from Proverbs, Wisdom and Torah are identified. 
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8 . R. Simeon, the son of Judah, in the name of R. 
Simeon, the son of Yochai, said, Beauty, strength, riches, 
honour, wisdom, (old age,) a hoary head, and children, 
are comely to the righteous and comely to the world ; as it 
is said. The hoary head is a crown of glory, if it be found in 
the way of righteousness ; and it says, The glory of young 
men is their strength, and the adornment of old men is the 
hoary head ; and it says, A crown unto the wise is their 
riches; and it says, Children’s children are the crown of 
old men, and the adornment of children are their fathers ; 
and it is said, Then the moon shall be confounded and the 
sun ashamed ; for the Lord of hosts shall reign in Mount 
Zion and in Jerusalem, and before his elders shall be glory. 

R. Simeon, the son of Menasya, said, These seven quali¬ 
fications which the sages enumerated as becoming to the 
righteous, were all realised in Rabbi Judah the Prince, and 
in his sons. 


9 - R- J os ®> the son of Kisma, said, I was once walking 
by the way, when a man met me and greeted me, and I 
returned his greeting. He said to me, Rabbi, from what 
place art thou ? I said to him, I come from a great city of 
sages and scribes. He said to me, If thou art willing to dwell 
with us in our place, I will give thee a thousand thousand 
golden dinars and precious stones and pearls. I said to him, 
Wert thou to give me all the silver and gold and precious 
stones and pearls in the world, I would not dwell anywhere 
but in a home of the Torah ; and thus it is written in the 


followed. His saying is the only personal experience related in the 
first person in the six chapters (r, 17 is only an apparent exception). 

greeted me. lit. “ gave me peace ”. The Jewish greeting is .iholom 
atcychem, “ Peace be unto thee ” ; and the reply is aleychem sholom , 
“ unto thee be peace 

great city. Probably Yavneh. 

‘willing to dwell with us. The man was anxious to secure the Rabbi 
as a teacher to his community. The phrase, “ a thousand thousand 
golden dinars ” is equivalent to, “ Ask whatever you wish”. 
r , n home of the Torah. As in iv, 18. Jose was evidently not the born 
1 i / I teacher or missionary ; he was purely the student and scholar type. 
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Book of Psalms by the hands of David, King of Israel, The 
law of thy mouth is better unto me than thousands of gold 
and silver ; and not only so, but in the hour of man’s depar¬ 
ture neither silver nor gold nor precious stones nor pearls 
accompany him, but only Torah and good works, as it is 
said, When thou walkest it shall lead thee ; when thou liest 
down it shall watch over thee ; and when thou awakest it 
shall talk with thee :—when thou walkest it shall lead thee— 
in this world ; when thou liest down it shall watch over 
thee—in the grave ; and when thou awakest it shall talk 
with thee—in the world to come. And it says, The silver is 
mine, and the gold is mine, saith the Lord of hosts. 

io. Five possessions the Holy One, blessed be he, made 
especially his own in his world, and these are they, The 
Torah, heaven and earth, Abraham, Israel, and the 
Holy Temple. Whence know we this of the Torah ? 
Because it is written, The Lord possessed me as the begin¬ 
ning of his way, before his works, from of old. Whence of 
heaven and earth ? Because it is written, Thus saith the 
Lord, The heaven is my throne, and the earth is my foot¬ 
stool : what manner of house will ye build unto me ? and 
what manner of place for my rest ? and it says, How 
manifold are thy works, O Lord ! In wisdom hast thou 
made them all : the earth is full of thy possessions. Whence 
of Abraham ? Because it is written, And he blessed him, 
and said, Blessed be Abram of the Most High God, Master 
of heaven and earth. Whence of Israel ? Because it is 
written, Till thy people pass over, O Lord, till the people 
pass over which thou hast acquired ; and it says, As for 
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joossessed me. Wisdom, i.e. Torah. 

how manifold are thy works. A second text is added, because it 
includes the keyword “ possession ”, which is absent in the first. 

and he blessed him. According to the Gaon of Wilna, this provides 
a third proof-text for “ heaven and earth ” as a “ possession 


{021} 


NO.U 

5LCk 

i 


’(016 *d 93S) f tt 3UQ 3UIBU 

sir put? ‘oiiq sq pjoq oqj pBqs Aup jBqj ux f irjbs sqq. \\r$ isao Shir 
aq ip?qs pio^ aqx ,, ■* uoRBJBpap spaqdoij aqj Aq psAioqoj si * tt J3A3 
piIB J3A3 .IOJ uSl3J ipsqs pIOR 3qx „ ‘3SJ3A 3l|J II3qAV c 33TAJ3g qOB3 JO 
uoisnpuoo aqq. jb pajacpri si uoijBJidsB auiqqns sup ‘qoo£[ jsAbjj aqj nj 
•sojirbojo sir jjb Aq X^uSpidXog suiaiq oqj jo jiiouiSpojAioiiqoB aqj ‘"zia 
f oobi iiuiunq 3JTJU3 3qj paoB.iquio qoupvv. uSisop b jo juomqsqduioooB 

sqj JOJ SBAl pBJSJ JO UOTJOOpg 31{J pUB ‘AjOjS pUB SS3UJB3jS S^pof) OJ 
SS3UJTAV B SI 3SJ3ATUTI 9\01{CSl 3qX *3SOdjnd SIR JOJ pOQ Aq P3JB3JD 3J3AY 

poyiosds 3J3qj sSuiqq. sqj Ajuo jor ‘Suipsosjd oqj sjusuiopldns qduaS 
-bjbcI |buij siqx yd^VdjLO ( ai[ gq p9SS9jq ‘pug fijofj 9itf j,9a90S)V%[((i *|.|. 

•sjusuipuBiuiuoo sji Aq payijouBS puB ‘ipjoj, oqj Aq 
poAVoqBq ajdoad sip sb pBJSj Supouap * tt s3uo Apq „ pq 'SJUWS 9qi 


LCS Delfts cUfiiidltN 1.0., 
taqk Ifilp i&L : 

cCics lqCcL.lv. ClnLm. icitM. wU ficwAi.: Chlqu . ci i 
ui-h caqai. q« CLnl, tfqw qCciu. $6RCii_ cq ucius 
cilflji. uu iu cJoju icuci.: (*») cq czu-lccLn ut!u<n cuk 
Qcqw it iiklgi Sl.c<. eCcct iuk. tscau uc^a Aq-^ctq 
dq-dCcv. ca: cSu uailflj as'tl. lCt.sc dcU 4^dk 
;cci_ Bajk cJcstr . it-sai. qi'ucka 8^u-tSLA udu Lfluu 
CjclvU UO : CdLwq aeJ. ICtsc Su'sScu cdk it Ct- 
ac'tl. ldt.sc lictcuk usau cuk Ntua 4^ 



VI 

11 

Sayings 
of the 
Fathers 


the saints that are in the earth, they are the noble ones in 
whom is all my delight. Whence of the Holy Temple ? 
Because it is written, The place, O Lord, which thou hast 
made for thee to dwell in, the sanctuary, 0 Lord, which 
thy hands have prepared ; and it says, And he brought 
them to the border of his sanctuary, to this mountain 
which his might had acquired. 

ii. Whatsoever the Holy One, blessed be he, created 
in his world he created but for his glory, as it is said, 
Everything that is called by my Name, it is for my glory I 
have created it, I have formed it, yea, I have made it ; and 
it says, The Lord shall reign for ever and ever. 

“Rabbi Chananya,” etc., p. 27. 


Oleynu. The reading of one of the chapters of Aboth in the 
synagogue precedes Oleynu and Mourner’s Kaddish in the Sabbath 
Afternoon Service. 

In many manuscripts of Aboth, as well as in early editions, there are 
additional endings, either in this chapter or the preceding one. The 
most beautiful of these, and especially appropriate because chapter vi 
opens with a saying of Rabbi Meir, is the following: “When Rabbi 
Meir concluded the reading of the Book of Job, he said, 4 It is the 
destiny of man to die, and of cattle to be slaughtered; and all are 
doomed to death. Happy is he who was reared in Torah, and who 
toils in Torah ; who by his life causes joy of spirit to his Maker ; who 
r i t t advances in good repute, and departs this world with a good name ” 
1121) (Talmud). 
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1. THE PATHS OF LIFE 


—Eliezer ben Isaac (10 th century) 
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My son, give God all honor and the gratitude which is His due 
Thou hast need of Him, but He needs thee not. Put no trust in 
thy mere physical well-being here below. Many a one has lain down 
to sleep at nightfall, but at morn has not risen again. See that thou 
guard well thy soul’s holiness; let the thought of thy heart be 
saintly, and profane not thy soul with words of impurity. 

Visit the sick and suffering man, and let thy countenance be 
cheerful when he sees it, but not so that thou oppress the helpless 
one with gaiety. Comfort those that are in grief; let piety where 
thou seest it affect thee even to tears; and then it may be that thou 
wilt be spared the grief of weeping over the death of thy children. 

Respect the poor man by gifts whose hands he knows not of; 
be not deaf to his beseechings, deal not hard words out to him. From 
a wicked neighbor, see that thou keep aloof, and spend not much of 
thy time among the people who speak ill of their brother-man; be 
not as the fly that is always seeking sick and wounded places; and 
tell not of the faults and failings of those about thee. 

Take no one to wife unworthy to be thy life’s partner, and keep 
thy sons close to the study of Divine things. Dare not to rejoice 
when thine enemy comes to the ground; but give him food when he 
hungers. Be on thy guard lest thou give pain ever to the widow and 
the orphan; and beware Jest thou ever set thyself up to be both wit¬ 
ness and judge against another. 

Never enter thy house with abrupt and startling step, and bear 
pot thyself so that those who dwell under thy roof shall dread when 
in thy presence. Purge thy soul of angry passion, that inheritance of [122] 
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fools; love wise men, and strive to know more and more of the 
works and the ways of the Creator. 

2. From THE ETHICAL WILL 

—Asher ben Yechiel (13th century) 
Be not ready to quarrel; avoid oaths and passionate adjurations, 
excess of laughter and outbursts of wrath; they disturb and con¬ 
found the reason of man. Avoid all dealings wherein there is a lie; 
and make not gold the foremost longing of thy life; for that is the 
first step to idolatry. Rather give money than words; and as to ill 
words, see that thou place them in the scale of understanding before 
they leave thy lips. 

What has been uttered in thy presence, even though not told as 
secret, let it not pass from thee to others. And if one tell thee a tale, 
say not to him that thou has heard it all before. Do not fix thine eyes 
too much on one who is far above thee in wealth, but on those who 
are behind thee in worldy fortune. 

Put no one to open shame; misuse not thy power against any 
one; who can tell whether thou wilt not some day be powerless 
thyself? 

Do not struggle vaingloriously for the small triumph of show¬ 
ing thyself in the right and a wise man in the wrong; thou art not 
one whit the wiser therefor. Be not angry or unkind to anyone for 
trifles, lest thou make thyself enemies unnecessarily. 

Do not refuse things out of mere obstinacy to thy fellow-citi¬ 
zens, rather put thy will below their wishes. Avoid, as much as may 
be, bad men, men of persistent angry feelings; thou canst get noth¬ 
ing from their company but shame. Be the first to extend courteous 
greeting to every one, whatever be his faith; provoke not to wrath 
one of another belief than thine. 

3. From HAROKEACH 

—Eleazar ben Judah of Worms (13th century) 
No crown carries such royalty with it as doth humility; no monu- 


ment gives such glory as an unsullied name; no worldly gain can 
equal that which comes from observing God’s laws. The highest 
sacrifice is a broken and contrite heart; the highest wisdom is that 
which is found in the Law; the noblest of all ornaments is modesty; 
and the most beautiful of all things that man can do is to forgive 
wrong. 

Cherish a good heart when thou findest it in any one; hate, for 
thou mayest hate it, the haughtiness of the overbearing man, and 
keep the boaster at a distance. There is no skill or cleverness to be 
compared to that which avoids temptation; there is no force, no 
strength that can equal piey. 

Let thy dealings be of such sort that a blush need never visit 
thy cheek; be sternly dumb to the voice of passion; commit no sin, 
saying to thyself that thou wilt repent and make atonement at a 
later time. Follow not the desire of the eyes, banish carefully all 
guile from thy soul, all unseemly self-assertion from thy bearing 
and thy temper. 

Speak never mere empty words; enter into strife with no man; 
place no reliance on men of mocking lips; wrangle not with evil 
men; cherish no too fixed good opinion of thyself, but lend thine 
ear to remonstrance and reproof. Be not weakly pleased at demon¬ 
strations of honour; strive not anxiously for distinction; be never 
enviously jealous of others, or too eager for money. 

Honour thy parents; make peace whenever thou canst among 
people, lead them gently into the good path; place thy trust in, 
give thy company to, those who fear God. 

4. From HAROKEACH 

—Eleazar ben Judah of Worms ( 13 th century) 

If the means of thy support in life be measured out scantily to 
thee, remember that thou hast to be thankful and grateful even for 
the mere privilege to breathe, and that thou must take up that suf¬ 
fering as a test of thy piety and a preparation for better things. But 
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if worldly wealth be lent to thee, exalt not thyself above thy 
brother; for both of ye came naked into the world, and both of ye 
will surely have to sleep at last together in the dust. 

Bear well thy heart against the assaults of envy, which kills 
even sooner than death itself; and know no envy at all, save such 
envy of the merits of virtuous men as shall lead thee to emulate 
the beauty of their lives. Surrender not thyself a slave to hate, that 
ruin of all the heart’s good resolves, that destroyer of the very 
savour of food, of our sleep, of all reverence in our souls. 

Keep peace both within the city and without, for it goes well 
with all those who are counsellors of peace. Be wholly sincere; mis¬ 
lead no one by prevarications, by words smoother than intention, as 
little as by direct falsehood. For God the Eternal is a God of Truth; 
it is He from whom truth floweth first, He who begat truth and 
sent it into creation. 

If thou hadst lived in the dread days of martyrdom, and the 
peoples had fallen on thee to force thee to apostatize from thy faith, 
thou wouldst surely, as did so many, have given thy life in its de¬ 
fence. Well then, fight now the fight laid on thee in the better days, 
the fight with evil desire; fight and conquer, and seek for allies in 
this warfare of your soul, seek them in the fear of God and the 
study of the Torah. Forget not that God recompenses according to 
the measure wherewith we withstand the evil in our heart. Be a 
man in thy youth; but if thou wert then defeated in the struggle, 
return, return at last to God, however old thou mayest be. 

5. A FATHER’S ADMONITION 

—Moses Maimonides (1 1 th century ) 
Fear the Lord the God of thy Fathers and serve Him in love, for 
fear only restrains a man from sin, while love stimulates him to 
good. Accustom thyself to habitual goodness, for a man’s character 
is what habit makes it. 

If thou find in the Torah or the Prophets or the Sages a hard 


saying which thou canst not understand* stand fast by thy faith and 
attribute the fault to thine own want of intelligence. Place it in a 
corner of your heart for future consideration, but despise not thy 
Religion because thou art unable to understand one difficult matter. 

Love truth and uprightness—the ornaments of the soul—and 
cleave unto them; prosperity so obtained is built on a sure rock. 
Keep firmly to thy word; let not a legal contract or witness be more 
binding than thine verbal promise, whether in public or in private. 
Disdain reservations and subterfuges, evasions and sharp practices. 
Woe to him who builds his house upon them. Abhor inactivity and 
indolence, the causes of bodily destruction of penury, of self-con¬ 
tempt—the ladders of Satan and his satellites. 

Defile not your souls by quarrelsomeness and petulance. I have 
seen the white become black, the low brought still lower, families 
driven into exile, princes deposed from their high estate, great cities 
laid in ruins, assemblies dispersed, the pious humiliated, the honour¬ 
able held lightly and despised, all on account of quarrelsomeness. 
Glory in forbearance, for in that is true strength and victory. 

6. From SEFER CHASSIDIM 

—Judah the Pious ( 13 th century ) 

Mislead no one through thy actions designedly, be he Jew or non- 
Jew. Injustice must be done to none, whether he belong to our 
Religion or to another. 

If thou seest a strange man of another faith about to commit sin, 
prevent its coming to pass if it be in thy power, and herein let the 
prophet Jonah be thy model. 

No blessing rests on the money of people who clip coin, make a 
practice of usury, use false weights and measures, and are in general 
pot honest in business; their children lose their homes at last, and 
have to beg for bread. 

Worthy of punishment is he, too, who heaps excessive burdens 
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on the carrying beasts, beats and tortures it; a sick or breeding beast 
should be tenderly dealt with. 

When thou findest thyself among people who jeer and gibe, 
leave them as quickly as thou canst; for mockery leads to want of 
respect for one’s self and others, and that is the high road to an 
unchaste life. 

Parents must on no account whatever, strike a grown-up son, 
curse him, or so move him to wrath that he forget himself, and with 
whom he is dealing. 

On the Day of the Judgment, those who are of kindred virtue 
and merit will find themselves in lasting companionship with each 
other. The father then ceases to mourn and grieve over the son that 
had left him; for the ineffable delight felt in the radiance of God’s 
countenance will send into oblivion all the anguish of earthly life. 


7. From HAROKEACH 

—Eleazar ben Judah of Worms ( 13 th century ) 
My son, wholly incompatible with a humble spirit is loud and pas¬ 
sionate talk, falsehood, uttering of oaths, mockery, unrestrained 
desire, vengefulness. 

Cease to exalt thyself in thine own estimation, and let none of 
thy failings appear small or trifling in thine own eyes, but all of 
them weighty and great. 

Keep far from all unseemly things; close thine eyes, thy ears to 
them with stern decision; for there be desires which cause the soul 
to be apostate from God. Therefore, in the days when thou art still 
young, think of the Heavenly Father who created thee, supported 
thee, clothed thee; and requite Him not, ungrateful, by delivering 
up thy soul to impurity. 

Remain faithful to the Torah; deny thyself even many things 
that are permitted; be, so far as thou canst, ever of cheerful and 
joyous temper; and forget not that it is to God, God Eternal, God 
t 127 ] the Only One, to whom thy soul returns in death. 


3. From SEMAG 


—Moses of Coucy (13 th century) 
Those who lie freely to non-Jews and steal from them, are worse 
than ordinary criminals. They are blasphemers; for it is due to their 
guilt, that some say, “Jews have no binding law, no moral stand¬ 
ards!’ 

He who is but a novice in the fear of God will do well to say 
audibly each day, as he rises: 

“This day will I be a faithful servant of the Almighty; be on my 
guard against wrath, falsehood, hatred, quarrelsomeness; wi 11 look 
not too closely at women, and forgive those who wound me?’ For 
whoso forgives is forgiven in turn. Hardheartedness and a temper 
that will not make up quarrels, are a heavy burden of sin, unworthy 
of an Isralite. 

9. From THE WAY OF THE RIGHTEOUS 

—A Book of Morals (15th century) 
The thread on which the different good qualities of human beings 
are strung as pearls, is the fear of God. When the fastenings of this 
fear are unloosed, the pearls roll in all directions, and are lost one 
by one. Even a single grave moral fault may be the ruin of all 
other advantages; as when, for example, one is always setting off 
his own excellence by bringing into prominence his neighbour’s fail¬ 
ings. Never put in words anything which can call up a blush on thine 
own cheek or make another’s grow pale. 

Be not blind, but open-eyed to the great wonders of Nature, 
familiar, everyday objects though they be to thee. But men are 
more wont to be astonished at the sun’s eclipse than at his unfail¬ 
ing rise. 

The aim of all thought, the highest of all merits, is love of God. 
In comparison with the raptures of that love, all other delights 
pale, even those we have in our children. The soul reaches the en¬ 
chantments of this joy, is destined to enter into the appointed Place 
where life grows and shines with a fire that shall never be quenched. 
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